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ABSTRACT
This study  is  a n  a n a ly s is  and  an  a p p ra isa l of th e  m ost s ig n if ic a n t 
shorter poems of Edwin A rlington R obinson. The f irs t ch ap te r beg in s 
w ith a  review  of th e  body of p e rio d ica l and boc>k-length trea tm en ts  of 
Robinson. To d a te , th e re  i s  no ex tended  study  devo ted  e x c lu s iv e ly  to  
iso la tin g  and exam ining th e  p o e t 's  ach ievem en ts in  th e  sh o rte r poem . 
The f ir s t  c h ap te r co n c lu d es  w ith  a  d is c u s s io n  of th e  c r i t ic a l  m ethod 
em ployed in  th e  s e le c tio n  and exam ination  of th e  poem s s in g le d  out for
i
s tu d y .
Ind iv idua l d is c u s s io n s  of each  of th e  tw e n ty -s ix  poem s com prise 
the se co n d , th ird ,, an d  fourth c h a p te rs , w h ich  co rrespond  roughly to  
the e a r ly , m idd le , and  la te  y e a rs  of R ob inson 's p o e tic  c a re e r . The 
follow ing poem s a re  exam ined in  th e  seco n d  ch ap ter: "Luke H a v e rg a l,"  
"The H ouse on th e  H i l l , " "Aaron S ta r k ," and  "The C le rk s"  from The 
C hildren  of th e  N ig h t, "The Growth of 'L o rra in e , '"  from C a p ta in  C ra ig , 
"The W hip , " "How A nnandale W ent O u t ," "M iniver C h e ev y ,"  and  "For 
a D ead Lady" from The Town Down th e  R iver. The en tire  th ird  ch ap te r 
is  devoted  to  d is c u s s in g  th e  follow ing poem s in c lu d ed  in  R ob inson 's
b e s t volum e, The M an A gainst th e  Skv: "F lam m onde," "The G ift of
' v • /
G o d ,"  " C a s s a n d ra ,"  " H il lc re s t ,"  "Eros T u ran n o s,"  "V eteran S ir e n s ,"
iv
"Another Dark L a d y / ' and "The Poor R e la tio n ." In the  fourth  c h ap te r , 
the  fo llow ing poem s are exam ined: "The M ill"  and "The Dark H ills"  
from The Three T averns, "M r. F lo o d 's  P a r ty ,"  "Lost A n c h o rs ," and 
"The Long R ace" from A von's H a rv e s t, and  "The S h e a v e s ,"  "K arm a,"
"En P a s s a n t ,"  and "New England" from D ionysus in  D o u b t.
Even though each  of the tw e n ty -s ix  poem s is  d is c u s s e d  in d i­
v id u a lly  a s  a se p a ra te  and d is t in c t  u n it ,  th e re  a re  c e rta in  c o n s is te n c ie s  
in  su b je c t m a tte r , th e m e s , and te c h n iq u e s  th a t  a re  reco g n izab le  in  th e  
poem s. T hese are d is c u s se d  in  th e  f in a l ch ap te r s in ce  th e ir  recu rrence  
prov ides an in d ex  to  the Robinson m ethod in  h is  m ost s u c c e s s fu l  sho rte r 
poem s.
j
v
CHAPTER I
SOME CONCLUSIONS AND A PLAN . ,
This in troduc to ry  ch ap ter perhaps c o n c lu d es  more th a n  it 
in tro d u c e s . H ow ever, in  lig h t of th e  c o n s id e ra b le  am ount of c r i t ic a l ,  
h is to r ic a l ,  and b io g rap h ica l w ritings th a t Edwin A rlington Robinson 
(1869-1935), a s  bo th  poet and  m an, has o c c a s io n e d , th e  pu rpose  of 
th is  ch ap te r seem s not only d e s irab le  b u t, in  f a c t ,  in d is p e n s a b le . 
Above a l l ,  in  th e  c h ap te rs  th a t follow  in  th is  s tu d y , I w an t to  make 
th e  b e s t  of R ob in so n 's  sh o rte r poems a c c e s s ib le  and m eaningful to  
h is  e v e r- in c re a s in g  number of r e a d e r s . In  o rder to  dem onstra te  why 
th e re  is  a  genu ine  n eed  for my m ethod of exam ining R obinson , I am 
going to  rev iew  a t som e leng th  th e  body of l i te ra tu re  on h is  p o e try . 
This in troduc tion  co n c lu d es  w ith  a s ta tem en t o f my c r i t ic a l  a p p ro a c h .
It i s  probably  of l i t t le  v a lu e  to  dw ell on th e  fa c t th a t R obinson, 
a  th ree  tim e P u litz e r  P rize  w inner for h is  p o e try , had  to  w a it u n til
*
1916 w hen he w as in  h is  la te  fo rties  to  re c e iv e  a s u b s ta n t ia l  amount
/
of c r i t ic a l  re c o g n itio n , even though he w as p u b lish in g  good poetry  
w h ile  he w as in  h is  tw e n t ie s . Robinson w a s  under th ir ty  w hen The 
C h ild ren  of th e  N ight w as p u b lish ed . It co n ta in e d  su ch  fine  poems
1
2a s  "Luke H a v e rg a l ," "The H ouse on th e  H i l l ,"  and "Aaron S ta rk ,"  y e t 
w hen th e  volum e w as is s u e d  in  1897 it  w en t v irtu a lly  u n n o ticed .
R o b in so n 's  th ree  P u litz e r P rizes  cam e in  1922 for th e  f irs t  ed itio n  
of h is  C o lle c te d  P o em s. in  1925 for The M an W ho Died T w ice , and  in  
1928 fo r T ris tram , th e  m ost popular of h is  A rthurian p o em s. The period  
from 1920 to  1930 w as a ls o  rich  in  th e  num ber'of b o o k -len g th  t r e a t ­
m ents o f h is  p o e try . Lloyd M orris , Ben Ray Redman, Mark Van D oren , 
and C h a rle s  C e s tre  a ll  p roduced volum es on h is  w ork . T hese s tu d ie s ,  
w ith  th e  e x cep tio n  of C e s t r e 's ,  a re  re la tiv e ly  short and se rv e  more to  
in tro d u ce  ra th e r th a n  to  d is c u s s  thoroughly  R ob inson 's p o e try .
In  1921 The Authors C lub of New York honored Robinson by 
d e s ig n a tin g  him a s  th e  f irs t  rec ip ie n t of i ts  annual aw ard for an  
A m erican author w ho , in  th e  opin ion  of th e  C lub , p roduces th e  m ost 
s ig n if ic a n t book of th e  y e a r . In th a t y e a r , th e  M acm illan  Com pany 
i s s u e d  R ob inson 's  C o lle c te d  P oem s, w hich  w as re sp o n s ib le  for th e  
d is t in c t io n . Two years la te r ,  in  1923, Lloyd M orris p u b lish ed  The 
Poetry  o f Edwin A rlington R obinson, w h ic h , a s  th e  su b title  s t a te s ,  i s  
An E ssa y  in  A p p rec ia tio n , and w hich  w as au tho rized  by th e  C lu b .
T his f irs t  b o o k -len g th  study  of R ob inson 's  w orks a ttem p ts to  
co v er n early  e v e ry th in g , includ ing  th e  p la y s , th a t Robinson had  p ro ­
duced  to  1921. M orris ' p ra is e  of R obinson i s  more th an  e n th u s ia s tic  
and m irrors th e  growing a tten tio n  be ing  p a id  to  th e  man a s  th e  
tw e n tie th  cen tu ry  moved o n . Here i s  a  c a p su le  a p p ra isa l by M orris:
/
3He s ta n d s  w ith  W hitm an among th o se  few p o e ts  to  whom no 
a s p e c t  of hum an ex p erien ce  i s  in s ig n if ic a n t , to  whom no 
su b je c t in  human l ife  l ie s  o u ts id e  th e  f ie ld  of a r t .  H e is  
c e r ta in ly  th e  most though tfu l of our p o e ts  and  th e  m ost 
re sp o n s iv e  to  in te l le c tu a l  e x p e r ie n c e . B eneath  th e  
im m ediate  em otional e ffec t o f h is  poem s i s  th e  sp e ll of 
an  in te l le c tu a l  m agic unique in  A m erican p o e try . But i t  is  
h is  c o n s is te n t  p reoccupation , w ith  th e  e ffe c ts  of life  upon 
th e  m ind-and heart of m an, h is  in s ig h t in to  th e  c e n tra l in te r ­
e s t s  of l ife  i t s e l f ,  h is  c a p a c ity  for rev ea lin g  th e  sp ir itu a l 
p o s s ib i l i t ie s  of ev en  th e  m ost m eagre c o n ta c ts  w ith  a c tu a lity  
w h ich  c o n s titu te  th e  m ost e x p lic it  d is t in c tio n  of h is  p o e try .1
Ben Ray R edm an's Edwin A rlington R ob inson , p u b lish ed  in  1926, 
is  p rim arily  a n  in troducto ry  c r i t ic a l  study a lthough  i t  does co n ta in  a  • 
b io g rap h ica l s k e tc h . As num ber VI in  th e  M odern Am erican W riters  
s e r ie s ,  i s s u e d  by th e  Robert H . M cBride & C om pany, R edm an's s tu d y , 
like  th o se  by Yvor W in ters and  Emery N eff p u b lish ed  some tw enty  y e a rs  
la te r ,  i s  lim ited  in  th a t i t  i s  not ab le  to  devo te  many w ords to  any 
in d iv id u a l poem . It is  a  good in tro d u c tio n , th o u g h , and  I draw upon i t  
a few tim es in  su b seq u en t c h a p te r s .
R edm an 's conclud ing  s ta tem en t i s  in te re s tin g  and  prov ides so m e­
th ing  of an  in d ex  of how R ob inson 's  poetry  w a s  be ing  rec e iv e d  by th e  
c r i t ic a l  pu b lic  in  1926:
H is poetry  i s  the  p roduct of a  th o u g h tfu l, e n v e lo p in g , deep ly  
p en e tra tin g  m ind, th a t  m ust a t tim es a c h ie v e  e x p re ss io n  in  
un fam ilia r term s and  p a t te rn s , b e c a u se  i t  h a s  tra v e le d  much 
a lo n e . He i s  above a l l  a b iographer of s o u ls ,  who i s  bound
1 Lloyd M o rris , The Poetry o f Edwin A rlington Robinson: An 
E ssay  in  A pprecia tion  (New York. 1923), p . 78 .
4to hum anity by th e  dua l bond of sym pathy and hum or. He is  a 
poet in  h is  rhythm ic in te rp re ta t io n  of e x is te n c e , in  h is  c o n c e p -  
• tio n  of th e  re la tio n s  of hum an b e in g s  w ith  o ther hum an b e in g s  
and w ith th e  u n iv e rs e , and  in  h is  a b ility  to  m arshal though t in  
language th a t s u s ta in s  co m p ariso n  w ith th e  b e s t th a t h as b e en  
ca lle d  p o e tic . L ess e g o c e n tr ic  an d  le s s  su b je c tiv e  th an  any 
o ther poet of h is  g e n e ra tio n , he  h a s ,  more tru ly  th a n  any o th e r , 
g iven  us a w hole w orld  of h is  ma k i ng . . . .  It i s  b e c a u se  I 
be lieve  th a t Edwin A rlington R obinson h a s ,  p re c ise ly , th is  
to ta l  v is io n , th is  g ra s p , and  th is  co n seq u en t c a p a c ity , th a t 
I c an  th ink  of him only a s  th e  g re a te s t  p o e t th is  country  h a s  
yet p ro d u ced .2
In 1927, ju s t  a y ear a f te r  R edm an 's book , Mark Van D oren 
p ub lished  Edwin Arlington R o b in so n , a  study  w h ich  tr e a ts  b rie fly  the  
p o e t 's  life  and com m ents on bo th  h is  sh o rte r an d  longer poem s. Van 
D oren p lac es  m ost em phasis on T ris tra m , the m ost popu lar o f R ob in so n 's  
A rthurian poem s. Like R edm an 's , Van D oren 's  w ork i s  mpre of an  in tro ­
duction  to  than  a thorough a n a ly s is  of th e  poetry ; how ever, he does 
dem onstra te  th a t he i s  a com peten t Robinson s tu d e n t. T ake , for 
exam ple , th e se  s ta tem en ts  co n ce rn in g  R o b in so n 's  sh o rte r poem s:
M r. R obinson 's sh o rte r poem s a re  many an d  v a rio u s , and  th e  
perfection  they  reach  i s  rem arkab ly  m an y -s id e d . In  b lank  
v e rs e , in  ta lk a tiv e  rhym e, in  su a v e  ep ig ram , in  running 
e loquence he h as  found h is  form s; in  men of a ll  cond itions 
and ch arac te rs  he has found h is  m a te ria l. But he  s t i l l  is  
c o n s is te n t , a s  w e have  a rig h t to  expec t a l l  m ajor poe ts  to  
b e , in  h is  p re sen ta tio n  of th e  problem  w h ich  e x is te n c e  i s .
A l i t t le  lig h t in  a g rea t d e a l of d a rk n e s s , a  w isp  of m usic 
in  a  un iverse  of irreg u la r and  om inous drum s—it  i s  in  such  
im ages th a t he t e l l s ,  w ith  a l l  th e  v a rie ty  th a t an  a r t is t  m ust
^Ben Ray Redman. Edwin A rling ton  R obinson (New York, 1926), 
p . 95 . . -
5a ch iev e  i f  w e a re  to  con tinue  a tte n tiv e , o f m an 's  never q u ite
w holly  v a in  s tru g g le  for s e l f - r e s p e c t  .3
In 1930 C h a r le s 'C e s tr e 's  An In troduction  to  Edwin A rlington 
R obinson w as is s u e d  by th e  M acm illan  C om pany, R o b in so n 's  m ajor 
p u b lish e r . C e s t r e 's  e n th u s ia s t ic  in troduc tion  i s  som ew hat florid ly  
w ritte n , and  h is  in te rp re ta tio n s  ahd e v a lu a tio n s  of in d iv id u a l poem s 
se em , a t t im e s , more em otive th an  r ig h t. C e s tre  i s  conv inced  th a t 
R obinson i s  a  m ajor p o e t: "The c o -e x is te n c e  in  R o b in so n 's  p o e tic a l 
g en iu s  of th e  pow er of im ag in a tiv e  c re a tio n  w ith  th e  q u a li t ie s  of co n ­
s tru c tiv e  th o u g h t, a n a ly tic  sc ru tin y , s tr ic t  decorum  and  ju s t  p o is e , i s  
one of th e  rea so n s  w hy I fe e l e n tit le d  to  c a ll  him a m odern c la s s ic .
The y ears  from 1931 to  1941 saw  th ree  b ib lio g rap h ie s  of 
R ob in son ,^  tw o b rie f p e rso n a l memoirs p u b lish ed  sh o rtly  a fte r  th e  
p o e t 's  d ea th  in  1935 ,6  th e  d efin itiv e  b io g ra p h y ,7 th e  f i r s t  of a  s e r ie s
3Mark Van D oren , Edwin A rlington R obinson (New York, 1927), 
p p . 4 9 -5 0 .
^C h arles  C e s tr e ,  An In troduction  to  Edwin A rlington Robinson 
(New York, 1930), p . 228 . .
^Lucius Beebe and  Robert J .  B ulk ley , J r . , A B ibliography of th e  
W ritings of Edwin A rlington R obinson (C am bridge, M a s s a c h u s e tts ,  
1931): C h arle s  B eecher H ogan, A B ibliography of Edwin A rlington 
R obinson (New H av en , 1936): L illian  L ipp inco tt, A B ibliography of th e  
W ritings and C ritic ism s  of Edwin A rlington R obinson (B oston. 1937).
®Laura E lizabe th  R ich a rd s. E .A .R . (C am bridge, M a s s a c h u s e tts ,  
1936): W alte r Rollo Brown, N ext Door to  a Poet (New Y ork, 1937).
^Herm ann H agedorn , Edwin A rlington R obinson: A Biography 
(New York, 1938).
of e d itio n s  of R ob in son 's  le tte rs ,®  and  an  in te l le c tu a l  study of h is  
poetry .®  In  1937 th e  com plete  ed itio n  of R o b in so n 's  C o llec ted  Poems 
w as is s u e d  by th e  M acm illan  C om pany. But during th e  te n -y e a r  in te r ­
v a l (1931-1941), th e re  w as no b o o k -len g th  c r i t ic a l  study of R ob inson 's 
p o e try . T his i s  p a rticu la rly  in te re s tin g  s in c e  in  th e  te n -y e a r  period 
prio r to  th is  five  b o o k -len g th  c r i t ic a l  s tu d ie s  had  b e en  p u b lish ed . 
H ow ever, during th e  1931-1941 p e rio d , a  num ber of a r tic le s  co n ce rn ­
ing th e  p o e t 's  w ork appeared  in  th e  jo u rn a ls . '
The y e a r 1946 i s ,  to  d a te ,  pe rh ap s th e  m ost s ig n ific an t in  term s 
of R obinson c ritic ism  and s c h o la rsh ip . It m arks th e  p u b lica tio n  of 
tw o im portan t a r t ic le s  by R ichard Crow der concern ing  the  p o e t 's  
c r i t ic a l  rep u ta tio n  in  th e  f irs t  h a lf  of th e  cen tu ry  (more on th e s e  l a te r ) . 
But more im p o rtan tly , i t  is  th e  d a te  of p u b lic a tio n  of Yvor W in te rs ' 
co m p ressed  s tu d y , Edwin A rlington R obinson , is s u e d  by New D irec ­
t io n s  a s  a  volum e in  The M akers of M odern L ite ra tu re  s e r i e s . As one 
w ould  ex p ec t from a book w hich  is  part of a s e r i e s ,  W in te rs ' study is  
n e c e s s a r i ly  lim ited  in  th a t i t  h a s  to  touch  upon n early  everything t h a t . 
R obinson w rote  and  in  th a t i t  h a s  to  in c lu d e  se c tio n s  on th e  p o e t 's  l i f e ,  
so u rc e s , and so  fo rth . H ow ever, Edwin A rlington Robinson is
®Edwin A rlington R obinson , S e le c te d  L ette rs  of Edwin A rlington 
R obinson , e d . R idgley T orrence (New Y ork, -1940).
®Estelle K ap lan , P h ilosophy  in  th e  Poetry  of Edwin A rlington 
R obinson (New Y ork. 1940).
7p a rticu la rly  v a lu a b le , for i t  i s  th e  f ir s t  b o o k -len g th  trea tm en t th a t t r ie s  
to  com e to  g rip s w ith  w hat R obinson w as try ing  to  do and t r ie s  to
/
e v a lu a te  th e  p o e t 's  c an o n . This book a lso  w a s  in s tru m e n ta l in  e s ta b l is h ­
ing R obinson as a m ajor A m erican p o e t. And, th e n , a s  a  c r it ic  around
whom con troversy  cen te red  a s  i t  does now , W in te rs  w as  a tta c k e d  by a
/
num ber of R obinson s tu d e n ts  who o b je c te d  to  bo th  h is  a n a ly se s  and 
e v a lu a tio n s . T h is , of c o u rs e , le d  to  a r t ic le s  in  re to r t , a l l  of w h ich  
made Robinson more w ide ly  and c a re fu lly  r e a d ,  and  in  tu rn , le d  to  
b e tte r  c ritic ism  of th e  poem s. W in te rs ' book a ls o  had th e  fo rtunate
i
e ffe c t of focusing  em phasis on th e  poem s, not on th e  m an.
Although I am com pelled  to  d isa g re e  on o c c a s io n  w ith  W in te rs ' 
read in g s and  ju d g m en ts , I find  th a t  frequen tly  he d em o n stra te s  an 
in c is iv e  c r i t ic a l  acum en . He c i te s  s ix te e n  of th e  tw e n ty -s ix  poem s 
th a t I tre a t in  my study  a s  e ith e r  among R ob inson 's  g re a te s t  or among 
h is  b e tte r  e f fo r ts . One of the. m ost annoying a s p e c ts  of W in te rs  is  th e  
e a s e  w ith  w hich  he d ism is se s  som e o f R ob in son 's  sh o rte r  p o em s. At 
t im e s , it  seem s a s  if  he  does not even  try  to  g iv e  th e  poem s a 
thorough rea d in g . Such is  th e  unhappy c a s e  w ith  "Luke H a v e rg a l,"  
one of R obinson 's m ost b r ill ia n t e f fo r ts . Of c o lirse , th e  requ irem en ts 
of th e  s e r ie s  for w h ich  W in ters w ro te  might w e ll be  re s p o n s ib le , in  
p a r t , for some of th e  lim ita tio n s  of h is  book .
S ince  W in ters i s  im portan t a s  a  R obinson c r i t ic  and  s in c e  th e
!
p o e t 's  repu ta tion  h as b een  a ffe c te d  c o n s id e ra b ly  by  W in te rs ' a p p ro a ch ,
8I fee l th a t  i t  i s  n e c e ssa ry  here  to  ou tline  th e  c r i t ic a l  m ethod th a t 
W in te rs  u s e s .  In  h is  study  of R obinson, he  d o es  not s p e ll  ou t h is  
m ethod; t h i s ,  ho w ev er, is  g iv en  fu ll e x p re ss io n  fn In  D efen se  of 
R e aso n .
W in te rs  d e fin es  a poem a s  a " s ta tem en t in  w ords about a  human 
e x p e r i e n c e . T h i s ,  of c o u rs e , t e l l s  us very  l i t t l e  about th e  na tu re  
or th e  fu nc tion  of p o e try . H ow ever, W in te rs  i s  very  e x p lic it  about 
w here  he fe e ls  v a lu e  l ie s  in  th e  poem and abou t w h a t th e  fu n c tio n s or
f
d u tie s  of th e  poe t a r e .  The w ords "hum an e x p e rien c e"  a re  germ ane to
an  u n d ers tan d in g  of W in te rs ' c r i t ic a l  ap p ro ach . The e ffe c tiv e n e ss  of
th e  com m unication  of th is  "hum an ex p erien ce"  i s  an  im portant s tan d ard
• in  h is  m ethod:
The poem  is  good in  so  fa r  as i t  m akes a  d e fe n s ib le  ra tio n a l
s ta te m e n t about a g iven  human ex p erien ce  (the ex p erien ce
n eed  not be re a l  but m ust be in  som e se n se -p o ss ib le )  and  a t
th e  sam e tim e com m unicates th e  em otion w h ich  ought to  be
m o tiva ted  by th a t  ra tio n a l understand ing  of th a t e x p e rie n c e .
T his no tion  of p o e try , w h a tev e r i ts  d e f e c ts , w ill  accoun t
bo th  for th e  pow er of poetry  and  of a r t i s t ic  l ite ra tu re  in
g e n e ra l on i t s  read ers  and  for th e  s e r io u s n e s s  w ith  w hich
11th e  g re a t poe ts  have ta k e n .th e ir  a r t .
, I
W in te rs ' a p p ra isa l of poetry  r e s t s ,  in  la rg e  pqxt, on th e  p re sen c e  
of form al e lem en ts  in  th e  poem  and on form in  g e n e ra l .  He s e e s  form
^Qyvor W in te r s , In D efen se  of R eason (D enver. C o lo rad o , 1943),
p .  11.
11Ib id . . ' p p . 1 1 -12 .
a s  having  a  tw o -fo ld  n a tu re : (1) a  p ro g re ss io n  of th o u g h ts  struc tu red  
ra tio n a lly  and (2) a  rhythm  w orking in d iv id u a lly  w ith in  each  lin e  bu t 
a ls o  perm eating  th e  en tire  poem  a s  a  u n i t .  The poet em ploys d e v ic e s  
su c h  a s  rh y m es , c a d e n c e s , and so  o n , a l l  of w hich  ex p re ss  "hum an 
e x p e r ie n c e ."12 H is function  i s  to  p re se n t to  th e  re a d e r , in  an  
o rdered  and  form al w ay  (proportionate  to  th e  ex p erien ce  w ith  w h ich  he 
i s  w ork ing ), th e  v a lu e s  th a t he  h a s  found a s  th e  re su lt  of a " sh a rp e n -
l
ing  and tra in in g  of h is  s e n s ib i l i t i e s ." * 3
The m oral a ttitu d e  e x p re ssed .b y  th e  poe t tow ard th e  ex p erien ce  
i s  o f m ajor im portance to  W in te rs . H ow ever, he does s ta te  th a t  he 
doe's not w an t "to  e s ta b l is h  poetry  a s  a  su b s ti tu te  for ph ilosophy  or 
re l ig io n . " I 4 But fo r W in te rs  th e  v a lu e  of th e  poem is  partly  d e te r ­
m ined by th e  v a lu e  of th e  m orality  e x p re sse d : a good poem "rep re ­
s e n ts  th e  com prehension  on a moral p lan e  of a g iven  ex p erien ce"  and 
" the  poem  w ill be m ost v a lu a b le "  w hen  i t  " re p re se n ts  th e  m ost d iff ic u lt 
v ic to ry ,"  if  "g ran ted  i t  a c h ie v e s  form al p e rfe c tio n ."
H e re , th e n , i s  w hat W in te rs  fe e ls  h is  pragm atic  approach  h as  to
offer:
I
l ^ l b i d . , p . 12.
13I b i d . , p . 17.
14Ib id . , p . 24 .
I,5Ib id . . p . 25 .
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P o e try , i f  p u rsu ed  e ith e r  by th e  poe t or by th e  r e a d e r , in  th e  
m anner w h ich  I have  s u g g e s te d / shou ld  o ffer a  m eans of 
en rich in g  o n e 's  a w a re n e ss  of hum an ex p erien ce  and  of so  
rendering  g re a te r  th e  p o s s ib il i ty  o f in te llig e n c e  in  th e  co u rse  
of fu tu re  a c tio n ; and  i t  sh o u ld  offer lik e w ise  a m eans of 
inducing  c e r ta in  more or l e s s  c o n s ta n t h a b its  of fe e l in g , 
w h ich  shou ld  render g re a te r  th e  p o s s ib il i ty  o'f o n e 's  a c tin g , 
in  a  fu tu re  s i tu a t io n , in  a cco rd an ce  w ith  th e  find ings of o n e 's  
im proved in te l l ig e n c e . It sh o u ld , in  o th er w o rd s , in c re a s e  
th e  in te l l ig e n c e  and s tre n g th e n  th e  m oral tem per: th e s e  
e ffe c ts  sh o u ld  n a tu ra lly  be ca rr ied  over in to  a c t io n , i f ,  
th rough  c o n s ta n t d is c ip l in e , th ey  a re  m ade perm anent • 
a c q u is i t io n s  .16
In  1948, tw o y e a rs  a f te r  W in te r s ' s tu d y  on R ob inson , Emery
i
N e ff 's  Edwin A rlington  R obinson w a s  p u b lish ed  in  th e  A m erican M en of 
L ette rs s e r i e s .  N e ff 's  work in c lu d e s  a  c o n s id e ra b le  am ount of b io ­
g rap h ic a l m a te r ia l. In  a d d itio n , he d is c u s s e s  R obinson a s  a w rite r 
ind igenous to  New E ngland , and  he p ay s  som e a tte n tio n  to  so u rces  
th a t  R obinson p e rh ap s u s e d . A lso , N eff g iv e s  c h a p te rs  of h is  study  
over to  g e n e ra liz e d  tre a tm e n ts  of C a p ta in  C raig  and  o th e r longer poem s'.’ 
One of th e  poem s he  s in g le s  out for an  ex ten d ed  d is c u s s io n  i s  "The 
M an A gainst th e  S k y ,"  w h ic h , he  a rg u e s , " tow ers above any o ther 
poem w ritte n  upon A m erican s o i l . " 1^ It i s  p e rh ap s in te re s tin g  to  note 
th a t W in te rs  s e e s  very  l i t t le  to  adm ire in  th is  poem . In  th e  f in a l 
a n a ly s is ,  N e ff 's  w ork su ffe rs  from h is  paying  too  l i t t l e  a tte n tio n  to  
R ob inson 's  fin e r poem s and  in  c a llin g  a tte n tio n  a t l e a s t  once to  nearly  
every R obinson t i t l e .
^ I b i d . , p p . 2 8 -2 9 .
l^Em erv N eff. Edwin A rlington R obinson (New Y ork, 1948), p .  259 .
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In  1952, th e  M acm illan  Company is s u e d  a c r i t ic a l  s tudy  of
R ob inson 's  poetry  by  Ellsw orth B arnard, w ho , like  W in te rs  and  N eff,
d is c u s s e s  n early  every  Robinson poem . R ather th a n  a s s ig n  sp a c e  to
b io g ra p h ic a l, h i s to r ic a l , and sou rce  c o n s id e ra tio n s , Barnard o rg an izes  '
h is  study  acco rd ing  to  s ty l is t ic  and th em atic  p a tte rn s  th a t  he s e e s  in
th e  p o e try . In  h is  P re fa c e , Barnard c la im s th a t  his b o o k , "d e sp ite  i ts
le n g th , m akes no p re te n s io n s  to  being  'd e f in i t iv e . ' And in  "A
Forew ord on C r i t ic is m ,"  Barnard s ta te s  th a t he  "w ill no t a ttem pt a b s o -
1Qlu te  e v a lu a t io n s ."  Barnard h as  th is  to  s a y  concern ing  h is  c r i t ic a l  
app roach :
T w enty-odd  y e a rs  of encoun tering  su c h  co n trad ic to ry  op in ions 
^ th o s e  e x p re sse d  by W in te rs  and  Neff in  reg a rd  to  the  v a lu e  
of "The M an A gainst th e  SkyV" h av e  c o n v in ced  th e  p resen t 
w r ite r , w ho once he ld  som ewhat d iffering  v iew s o f the  c r i t ic 's  
fu n c tio n , of th e  absu rd ity  of p re tend ing  th a t any lite ra ry  ju d g ­
ment i s  more th an  the e x p re ss io n  of a  p e rso n a l t a s t e .  And if  
th is  c o n v ic tio n  seem s to  le a d  to  e s th e t ic  n ih il is m , my answ er 
i s  th a t i t  seem s to  me to  b e  in  a cco rd  not o n ly  w ith  th e  fa c ts  
bu t w ith  th e  ph ilosophy  th a t  m ost of u s  say w e  b e lie v e  i n . 20
^  ’ 
Barnard c o n tin u e s :
L itera tu re  i s  made to  be r e a d , if  not by  the  p u b lic ,  a t le a s t  
by a p u b lic , and  not m erely by s p e c ia l i s t s .  The lite ra ry  
a r t is t  i s  "a  man speak ing  to  m en"; and  so , p ro p e rly , i s  th e
•^E llsw orth  B arnard, Edwin Arlington R obinson: A C ritic a l Study 
(New York, 1952), p .  x i i .
19I b i d . , p . 3 .
4
2 0I b i d . , p .  4 .
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l ite ra ry  c r i t ic ,  w hose  prim ary fu nc tion  is  to  aw aken  in  a w id e n ­
ing c irc le  of rea d e rs  th e  s ta te  of mind and th e  q u a lity  o f fee ling  
th a t  make p o s s ib le  th e  en joym ent of "good l i t e r a tu r e ." 2 *
From th e  foregoing  re m a rk s , i t  i s  obvious th a t Barnard d o es  not
follow  any p a rtic u la r  sch o o l of c ritic ism ; and furtherm ore, from o th er
rem arks m ade in  th e  Forew ord, i t  is  obv ious th a t Barnard h a s  l i t t le
sym pathy tow ard  any c r i t ic a l  sch o o l th a t  s ta te s  dogm atica lly  th a t  a
poem  shou ld  or sh o u ld  not b e , or do , one th ing  or a n o th e r . W hat
B arnard does is  to  e s ta b l is h  c e r ta in  a re a s  of inqu iry  in to  w h ich  he
fe e ls  R ob inson 's p o e tic  canon  f i ts  e a s i ly .  This le a d s  him to  devo te
i
c h ap te rs  to  th e  p o e t 's  seem ing o b sc u r ity , h is  lan g u a g e , h is  c h a ra c te r s ,  
and so  fo rth . W hile  B arnard 's read in g s  o ften  are  v a lu a b le , he fa i ls  to  
d is c u s s  th e  poem s a s  poem s—a s  u n i ts ,  a s  com plete w h o le s . He only 
exam ines th e  poem s or p a rts  of poem s a s  th ey  fit in to  one or more of 
h is  a re a s  o f in q u iry . This approach m akes i t  d ifficu lt for th e  se r io u s  
s tu d e n t of R o b in so n 's  poetry  to  becom e invo lved  w ith  th e  poem s a s  he 
m eets them  in  B arnard 's  p ag es; he becom es involved  ra th e r  in  B arnard 's  
c a te g o r ie s . ,
Two y ea rs  a f te r  B arnard 's study  ap p ea re d , Edwin S . F u s se ll  
added  to  th e  l i s t  of b o o k -len g th  s tu d ie s  on Robinson w ith  Edwin 
A rlington R obinson: The L iterary  Background of a T rad itiona l P o e t . 
F u s s e l l 's  m ajor th e s is  is  th is :
2 1I b i d . . p .  5 .
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The g re a te s t  poetry  of th e  p a s t w as to  fu rn ish  him </jRobinson/, 
not on ly  m odels and  te c h n iq u e s  of c o n s tru c tio n , not only  th e  
m eans of fa sh io n in g  h is  e x p e rien ce  and h is  ev a lu a tio n  of i t  
in to  p la s t ic  eq u ilib riu m , bu t w a s  a ls o  to  g ive  him h is  e v a lu a ­
tio n  in  c r i te r ia  and  th e  very  to o ls  of s e n s ib ili ty  and  th u s  e n ab le  
him to  app reh en d  th e  life  around and w ith in  him th a t w a s  th e  
b a s ic  m a te ria l of h is  p o e tr y .22
The c o n c lu s io n s  th a t  F u s s e ll  re a c h e s  a re ,  I th in k , im p o rtan t; how ever,
h is  so u rc e - in f lu e n c e  approach  i s  perhaps s tra in e d  a t t im e s .
An in te rv a l  o f th ir te e n  y e a rs  e la p se d  befo re  th e  n ex t b o o k -len g th
study of R obinson a p p e a re d . In  th e  in te rim , th o u g h , tw o p am p h le ts ,
w hich  w ill  be  d is c u s s e d  la te r ,  w ere  p rin te d . In  1965 a fte r  hav ing
w orked a num ber o f y e a rs  com piling and c o lla tin g  pub lic  and  p e rso n a l
m ateria l re le v a n t to  th e  p o e t, C hard  Pow ers Sm ith brought out W here
th e  Light F a l ls :  A P o rtra it of Edwin A rlington R o b inson . Sm ith met
Robinson a t th e  M acD ow ell C olony w hen  th e  form er w as a  y o u n g ,
prom ising p o e t,  and  th e  tw o rem ained  c lo s e  frien d s for th e  l a s t  e le v e n
y ears  of R o b in so n 's  l i f e ,  th e  period  from 1928 to  1935 . In  f a c t ,  Sm ith
/
w as a t R o b in so n 's  b e d s id e  a s  th e  poe t la y  d y in g . Both S m ith 's  adm ira ­
tio n  of and  re v e re n c e  for R obinson a re  everyw here  ap p aren t in  W here 
th e  Light F a l l s .
Sm ith re fe rs  to  h is  study  of R obinson a s  a " p o r t r a i t ." H ow ever, 
i t  em erges a s  c o n s id e ra b ly  more th a n  th a t .  The book i s  d iv id ed  in to
^ ^ E d w in S . F u s s e l l ,  Edwin A rlington R obinson: The L iterary  B ack­
ground of a  T rad itio n a l Poet (B erkeley , 1954), p .  2 .
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four p a rts ; p a rts  one and four a re  p o rtra its  of th e  poe t b a se d  prim arily  
on S m ith 's  p e rso n a l know ledge of th e  man; part tw o is  a  b io g rap h ica l 
s tudy  in  w h ich  Sm ith c o rre la te s  c e r ta in  of th e  poem s w ith  e v en ts  and 
peop le  in  R ob in son 's  l i f e ,  w ith  p a rticu la r  em p h asis  on th e  w ays in  
w h ich  R ob inson 's  fam ily , e sp e c ia lly  h is  b ro ther Herm an and h is  
s is te r - in - la w  Emma, find  th em se lv e s  in co rp o ra ted  in to  th e  poem s; 
part th re e  i s  a  sound  a n a ly s is  of th e  m ajor m otifs of th e  p o e try . It is  
part th re e  th a t i s  m ost v a lu a b le  to  s tu d e n ts  of R o b in so n 's  p o e try . S m ith 's  
study  a lso  re v e a ls  in form ation  concern ing  th e  man and h is  poetry  h e re to ­
fore unknown or u n a v a ila b le .
W hile  W here th e  Light F a lls  is  an  im portan t co n trib u tio n  to  th e  
body of know ledge on R obinson , i t  is  pe rhaps m ost s ig n if ic a n t for 
re scu in g  R obinson from th e  charge  of h is  being  a man p reo ccu p ied  only 
w ith  d e a th , m ental a b e rra tio n s , and  th e  l ik e .  An au tho rity  on New 
England C a lv in ism , Sm ith sp e ak s  know ingly on R ob inson 's  p h ilo so p h ic  
p o s i t io n s . H ow ever, i t  i s  only h o n est to  add  th a t  S m ith 's  in frequen t 
e v a lu a tiv e  pronouncem ents se em , a t t im e s , to  be  w eak  and u n su b ­
s ta n tia te d . He i s  a fine  sc h o la r  bu t not a  good judge  of th e  v a lu e  of 
a  poem .
R obinson a lso  h a s  rec e iv e d  co n s id e ra b le  a tte n tio n  in  jo u rn a ls  
and pam phlets and  in  po rtions of b o o k s . He had  to  w a it ,  how ever, a s  
A llen T ate te l l s  u s ,  u n til 1916 for "w ide a t te n t io n ."  T ate co n tin u es
/
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th a t  w ith  The M an A gainst th e  Sky in  1916 "M r. R obinson s te p p ed
q u ick ly  in to  th e  front rank of A m erican p o e try . "23
That Robinson during th e  seco n d  d ecad e  of the  cen tu ry  w as
beg inn ing  to  be  n o tic ed  se r io u s ly  i s  a t te s te d  to  by Amy L ow ell's
devoting  som e se v en ty  p ag es to  him in  her T endencies in  M odern
A m erican P o e try , p u b lish ed  in  1917. H er en th u sia sm  for R ob in so n 's
work i s  c lo s e  to  overw helm ing , and it  is  my im press ion  th a t sh e  loved
but d id  not re a lly  u n d e rs tan d  R o b in so n 's  p o e try . In any e v e n t, her
c r i t ic a l  a p p ra isa l  of him a t th is  tim e se rv e s  at le a s t  a s  an  in d ex  of
R ob inson 's  fa te  a t th e  hands of th e  c r i t ic s :
In read ing  M r. R ob inson , i t  is  a lw ays n e c e ssa ry  to  no te  th e
alm ost unapp roachab le  tec h n iq u e  w ith  w hich  h is  poem s are
w rough t. He em ploys th e  m ost com plete  r e t ic e n c e , he perm its
h im se lf no la p s e s  from s tra ig h t-fo rw ard  sp eech  to  force  a
g litte r in g  e f f e c t . But th e  e ffe c t is  never co m m o n -p lace , never
even  u n p o e tic . It i s  in d e e d , a rt co n cea lin g  a r t .  So adm irab le
is  h is  te c h n iq u e , th a t not only  do w e g e t the  e s s e n c e  of poetry
in  th e s e  a s tr in g e n t poem s / The C h ild ren  of th e  N ig h t/, we g e t
d ram a. . . . They ap p ea r s im p le , th e s e  poem s; and th ey  a re
re a lly  so  im m ensely  d if f ic u lt .  M r. Robinson h as ca re fu lly
s tu d ied  th a t prim ary co n d itio n  of a ll  poetry : b rev ity ; and  h is
b e s t  e ffe c ts  a re  th o se  g a in ed  w ith  th e  utm ost econom y of 
9 4m e a n s .
90
A llen T a te , "Edwin A rlington R obinson, "  C o lle c te d  E ssa y s  
(Denver*, C o lo rad o , 1959), p . 358 . T his e s s a y  appeared  f ir s t  in  a 
s lig h tly  d iffe ren t form a s  "Again O Ye L a u re ls ," The New R e p u b lic . 
LXXVI (O ctober 25 , 1933), 3 1 2 -3 1 3 . S ince  th e  only re le v a n t ch an g es 
invo lved  from th e  o rig in a l e s s a y  to  th e  one appearing  in  th e  C o lle c te d  
E ssa y s  a re  minor s ty l is t ic  o n e s ,  I p refe r to  quote  from th e  C o lle c te d  
E s s a y s . The th o u g h ts  a re  e x a c tly  th e  sam e.
^A m y  L ow ell, T endencies  in  M odern Am erican Poetry (New Y ork, 
1917), p p . 3 1 -3 2 .
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In a 1933 rev ie w  of T a life r , Tate c a l ls  R obinson th e  "m ost fam ous 
of liv ing A m erican p o e t s , " 2® and th e n  o ffers th is  pronouncem ent: "In 
h is early  years h e  w ro te  som e of th e  f in e s t ly r ic s  of modern tim e s: 
th e s e  are like ly  to  be h is  perm anent c la im  to  f a m e ." 2® D e sp ite  th is  
p ra ise  of th e  ly r ic s ,  T a te  i s  not conv ined  th a t Robinson d e se rv e s  th e  
rank of m ajor p o e t ,  p rim arily  b e c a u se  he "h as  no e p o s , m yth, or c o d e , 
no suprahum an tru th , to  te l l  him w hat th e  term ina l po in ts  of hum an 
conduct a re ,  in th is  a g e .  . . . "27
In 1935, tw o  y e a rs  a f te r  T ate had la b e le d  Robinson a s  one "who 
has g iven  us a sc o re  o f g rea t ly r ic s .  . . . ,  1,28 Robert F rost w as a sk e d  
to  con tribu te  th e  In tro d u c tio n  to R ob inson 's  la s t  volum e of o rig in a l 
poe try , King T asper: a  Poem . W hile  th e  In troduction  te l l s  th e  p ro sp e c ­
tiv e  reader nothing ab o u t th e  volum e i t  in tro d u c e s , it  does c o n ta in  th is  
sm all bit of p ra is e ,  w h ic h , I th in k , coming from Robinson g rea t c o n ­
tem porary , is  w orth  rep roducing  h e re : "For forty y ears  it  w as  p h rase  
on phrase  on p h ra se  w ith  R ob inson , and every  one th e  c lo s e s t  d e lin e a ­
tion  of som eth ing  th a t is. so m eth ing . Any p o e t, to  resem b le  him in  th e
2®Tate, p . 358 .
26 l o c . c i t .
27I b i d . . p .  364 .
28I b i d . . p .  363 .
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l e a s t ,  w ould have to  resem ble  him in  th a t g raz in g  c lo s e n e s s  to  th e  
sp ir i tu a l  r e a l i t i e s .
As I m entioned som e p ag es b e fo re , th e  y ear 1946 is  extrem ely  
s ig n if ic a n t in  Robinson sc h o la rsh ip . B esid es  W in te rs ' b o ok , tw o 
a r t ic le s  by R ichard Crow der ap p ea red  concern ing  th e  p o e t 's  c r i t ic a l  
re p u ta tio n . In  th e  m ost im portant of th e  tw o , C row der g a th e rs  ju d g -  
m ehts by R ob in so n 's  p o e tic  con tem poraries in  regard  to  th e  v a lu e  of 
h is  w ork . Amy L ow ell, Robert H illy e r , H orace G regory , R. P . 
B lackm ur, Yvor W in te rs , Mark Van D oren , and  John Crowe Ransom  are  
bu t a few of th o se  who v o iced  o p in io n s abou t R ob in son 's  poem s. And 
a s  can  be e x p e c te d , th e ir  c ritic ism  i s  a s  v a rie d  a s  th e ir  c r i t ic a l  p o s i­
t io n s .  Crow der co n c lu d es th a t th e  p b e t - c r i t i c s , how ever, a re  c o n s i s ­
te n t  on th is  one po in t: "The p o e ts  . . . o b je c te d  from th e  beg inn ing  
to  R ob inson 's  c ircum locu tion  and to  h is  c o ld , c o lo r le s s  v o cab u la ry , 
though  they  found c e r ta in  poem s to  b e  e x ce p tio n a lly  b r i l l ia n t .  In
defin ing  h is  la n g u a g e , th ey  found i t  to  p a ra lle l  q u ite  c lo se ly  everyday  
30u s a g e ."  C row der seem s to  overlook Amy L ow ell's  p ra is e ,  of 
R ob inson 's  b re v ity , w hich  I have  q u o ted .
o q
*aRobert F ro s t, " In tro d u c tio n ," King T asper: a  Poem , by Edwin 
A rlington Robinson (New York, 1935), p . x .
^^R ichard C row der, "E. A. R o b in so n 's  C ra ftsm an sh ip : O pin ions 
of C ontem porary P o e ts ,"  M odern L anguage N o te s , LXI (January 1946), 
7 .
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C row der sum m arizes w hat th e  p o .e t-c r itic s  found lack in g  in
R o b in so n 's  poetry :
They c a lle d  a tte n tio n  . . .  to  th e  p a u c ity  of c o n cre te  im agery 
in  h is  poem s. They re g re tte d , in  g e n e ra l , th e  o v e r -a l l  lack  
of m u s ica lity  /B arnard  d ev o te s  a c h ap te r  to  "W ords and M u sica l/, 
th e  ap p aren t in a b ility  to  co n s tru c t a sim ple  s e n te n c e , th e  c o ld ­
n e s s  of d ic tio n . The m ajority  found fau lt w ith  R ob inson 's  
o b sc u r ity . There w as d iv is io n  a s  to  th e  le v e l of pow er in  h is  
l in e s ,  p o ss ib ly  in d ic a tin g  th a t many of R o b in so n 's  co n cep ts  
w ere  in te l le c tu a lly  he ld  but not em o tionally  e x p e rie n c e d , and  . 
so  la c k e d  th e  s tren g th  of e x p re ss io n  th a t com es of to ta l  c o n ­
v ic tio n  .31
D e sp ite  th e ir  o b jec tio n s  to  R ob in son 's  p o e try , C row der finds th a t th e
p o e t- c r i t ic s  w ere  conv inced  th a t  R obinson did  m ake p o s itiv e  co n tr ib u -
tio n s  to  " the  c ra ft of v e rse -w ritin g  in  A m erica":
. . . th ey  w ere struck  by th e  p re c is io n  and  c le a n n e s s  of h is  
s ty le ,  th e  ca re  w ith  w hich  he s ta y e d  n ear to  w e ll- e s ta b l is h e d  
forms . . . .  The p o e t-c r it ic s  no ted  fu rther R ob in son 's  sk il l  
• in  b ring ing  b lank  v e rse  to  p e rfe c tio n , a t l e a s t  u n til  w ith in  a 
very  few y ears  of h is  d e a th . They no ted  h is  o c c a s io n a l b u rs ts  
of ly r ic is m , h is  tig h tly -p a c k e d  q u a li ty . F in a lly , everyone 
ag reed  th a t he had  show n A m erican p o e ts  th e  im portan t but 
d iff ic u lt p a th s of au ste rity ., d ig n ity , and com plete  h o n e s ty .32
In h is  o th er study of R ob in son 's  re p u ta tio n  p u b lish ed  in  19 4 6 ,
C row der a rg u es  th a t a t th e  end of th e  n in e te e n th  cen tu ry  "read ers  of
poetry  w an ted  only h igh ly  p o lish ed  v e r s e s ,  no m atter how rem ote and
c o ld . R o b in so n 's  poetry  /E is  early  p o em s/, c a s t  in  th e  u su a l fo rm s,
ap p ea red  co n v en tio n a l enough to  draw only  m odest n o tic e  from m ost
3 1I b i d . , p .  13,
32 i b id . , p p . 1 3 - 1 4 .
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r e a d e r s . C r o w d e r  c o n tin u es  th a t  th e  c r i t ic s  of th e  th ir t ie s  and  th e  
f ir s t  h a lf  of th e  fo rtie s  "have looked  for som eth ing  b e s id e s  co n v en ­
tio n a l s ta n z a  forms and  c a re fu lly  p o lish e d  l in e s :  they  hav e  found 
unadorned  p h r a s e s , c a n d id , s in c e re  e x p re ss io n s  of genu ine  em otion , 
and  in te l le c tu a l  f e a r le s s n e s s  upon w h ich  th e  new poetry  h a s  b e en  
fa sh io n e d . And for th e s e  r e a s o n s , C row der c o n c lu d e s , R ob in so n 's  
rep u ta tio n  h as im proved even  th o u g h , w e a re  le d  to  a s su m e , th e  q u a lity  
of h is  poetry  rem ained  th e  s a m e .
A lso w riting  in  1946, M alcolm  C ow ley  con tends th a t  around th e  
y e a r 1912 R obinson "ow ed a deb t . . .  to  th e  c ru sa d e rs  for free  v e rse  
and e s p e c ia lly  to  Amy L ow ell, w ho g re a tly  adm ired  h is  w o rk . 1,36 
C ow ley c o n tin u es  th a t b e c a u se  of th is  cam paign ing  " the  m ag azin es 
w ere  prin ting  more poem s, inc lud ing  R o b in so n 's , and  th e  p u b lic  w as 
buying more of h is  b o o k s ." 36 A lso , C ow ley n o te s  th a t  by th e  beg inn ing  
of th e  th ird  d ecad e  of th e  cen tu ry  th e  younger p o e ts  of th e  tim e looked  
upon R obinson "a s  a figure  to  be  rev e red  from a d is ta n c e ,"  prim arily
33R ichard  C row der, "The Em ergence of E . A. R o b in so n ,"  The 
South A tlan tic  Q u a rte rly . XLV (January 1946), 89 .
94I b i d . , p . 97 .
36M alcolm  C ow ley , "Edwin A rlington R obinson: D efea t and 
T rium ph, " The New R ep u b lic , CXIX (D ecem ber 6 , 1948), 28 .
*^Loc. c i t .
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b e c a u se  "Robinson w a s  th e n  th e  only  A m erican poet who had a c h ie v e d  
no t m erely s u c c e s s  bu t an  in te g ra te d  c a ree r .an d  one th a t w as m arked by 
com plete  a b so rp tio n  in  h is  a r t .  "37
In  a  1954 a r t ic le  w h ich  w a s  la te r  to  be in co rp o ra te d , in  p a r t ,  in to  
h is  fine  pam phlet on R obinson , Louis O . C oxe c a l ls  a tte n tio n  to  w h a t he 
fe e ls  i s  a  d e c lin e  in  th e  p o e t 's  rep u ta tio n ; he rem arks b itte r ly  th a t 
"now adays R obinson e k e s  ou t a  su rv iv a l in  'an tho logy  p ic k le ' . . . and 
few rea d e rs  try  to  go b ey o n d , for if  any poe t h as b e en  dam ned by th e  
a n th o lo g is ts  i t  is  R ob inson . "38 j t  seem s th a t on th is  po in t of R o b in so n 's  
d e c lin e  in  re p u ta tio n , w h ich  shou ld  probably  be term ed  n e g le c t ,  C oxe 
is  m is ta k en , for in  th e  period  from 1946 to  1954, no le s s  th an  four b o o k - 
len g th  s tu d ie s  on th e  poet w ere  p u b lish e d , along w ith  fo r ty -s ix  a r t i c le s ,  
in c lu d in g  C o x e 's .  This hard ly  ad d s up to  n e g le c t ,  e s p e c ia lly  s in c e  a 
num ber of th e  a r t ic le s  a re  co n ce rn ed  w ith  e x p lica tin g  som e of R o b in so n 's  
f in e s t  sh o rte r  p o e m s. C oxe c o n c lu d es  h is  a r tic le  by s ta tin g  th a t 
R obinson i s  th e  m ajor A m erican poe t of our e ra , w ith  only T. S . E lio t 
a s  a p e e r . "39
The forem entioned  pam phlet by C oxe is  num ber se v e n te e n  in  th e  
U n iv e rs ity  of M in n eso ta  s e r i e s .  P u b lish ed  in  1962, i t  i s  a c r i t ic a l -
—" J
37 L oc. c i t .
33Louis O . C o x e , "E . A. R obinson; The Lost T ra d itio n ,"  The 
S ew anee R ev iew , LXH (Spring 1954), 247 .
39I b i d . , p . 266 .
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b io g rap h ica l s tudy  in  w hich  C oxe c a l ls  R obinson "a la te  R om antic, 
a  V i'ctorian, a  T ra n sc e n d e n ta lis t  w hose  lu s t  a f te r  th e  a b s tra c t w as 
in v e te ra te  and n early  a lw a y s , w hen in d u lg e d , d e s t r u c t i v e . " ^  Apart 
from the  ra th e r a b s tra c t  la b e lin g , C o x e 's  work i s  g o o d . One of h is 
v a lu ab le  co n trib u tio n s i s  h is  d is c u s s io n  of R ob in son 's  sh o rte r poem s. 
I t i s  in te re s tin g  to  note here  th a t  one of th e  more re c e n t ch an g es  for 
th e  b e tte r  in  R obinson sc h o la rsh ip  and  c rit ic ism  l ie s  in  th e  fa c t th a t 
l e s s  em phasis i s  be ing  p la c e d  on R ob in so n 's  longer e ffo rts  and  
m easurab ly  more on h is  sh o r te r . C oxe i s  im p re ssed  m ostly  by  w hat 
he  c a lls  th e  "m ixed" ly ric : "R ob inson 's  g re a te s t  trium phs and 
h a p p ie s t e ffe c ts  d e riv e  from th e  'm ixed ' ly ric  , th e  poem  ro o ted  in  
s itu a tio n  w hich  com bines n a rra t iv e , ly r ic a l ,  an d  iro n ic , o ften  
hum orous, q u a lit ie s  w ith  th e  in te n t of c re a tin g  a more com plex  em o­
tio n a l s ta te  in  th e  rea d e r  th a n  th a t  e ffe c te d  by th e  'p u re ' l y r ic . "41- 
In  th e  "m ixed" ly ric  g e n re , C oxe p la c e s  su ch  R obinson poem s a s  "The 
H ouse on th e  H il l ,  " "V eteran S ire n s , " and  "New England" a ll  of w hich  
I s in g le  o u t.fo r e x c e lle n c e  in  my s t u d y . ^
^ L o u is  C o x e . Edwin A rlington  R obinson (M in n eap o lis . 1962),
p .  15.
4 * Ib id . , p p . 4 3 -4 4 .
42I b i d . . p .  4 4 .
/
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A y ear a f te r  C o x e 's  pam phlet a p p ea red , L ouis U n term eyer, th en  
Poetry  C o n su ltan t to  th e  Library of C o n g re ss , i s s u e d  a  pam phlet w ith  
th is  im p re ss iv e  t i t l e  bu t w ith  l i t t le  e ls e  to  recom m end i t :  Edwin 
A rlington R obinson: A R e a p p ra isa l, w ith  a  B ib liog raphy  and  a. L ist of 
M a te ria ls  in  th e  Edwin A rlington Robinson E xhibit on D isp lay  a t th e  
Library of C o n g re s s , April 15 to  Tuly 15, 1963.
From th e  p reced ing  tou r of R obinson sc h o la rsh ip  an d  c r it ic ism , 
c e r ta in  c o n c lu s io n s  can  be  d raw n. M ost of R o b in so n 's  re a d e rs  a re  in  
ag reem ent th a t  th e  p o e t 's  fo rte  i s  th e  sho rte r poem . A llen  T ate i s  
c o rrec t in  assum ing  th a t "h is  perm anent c la im  to  fam e" l ie s  in  h is  
ly r ic a l a cco m p lish m en ts . A lso , th e re  seem s to  b e  a c o n se n s u s  of c r i t i ­
c a l  op in ion  th a t  c e r ta in  of h is  sho rte r poem s a re  b r i l l ia n t  and  rank among
i
th e  f in e s t  in  th e  E nglish  la n g u a g e . This sam e c o n se n s u s  a ls o  a rgues 
th a t  freq u en tly  Robinson is  d iff icu lt to  u n d e rs tan d —th a t h is  " m e a n in g s ," 
. in  a  ra tio n a l c o n te n t s e n s e ,  a re  hard  to  f in d . How tru e  th is  may be i s  
q u e s tio n a b le . R obinson i s  not th a t d ifficu lt; I am c o n v in ced  th a t 
p roblem s concern ing  in te rp re ta tio n  of a num ber of h is  poem s are  due 
p rim arily  to  c a re le s s  and  in d o len t re a d in g s . T his s itu a tio n  h as  b een  
rem edied  som ew hat by s c a tte re d  in te rp re tiv e  e s s a y s  in  th e  jo u rn a ls .
E x isting  b o o k -len g th  s tu d ie s  th a t purport to  be a n a ly tic a l  (but 
not w holly  e v a lu a tiv e ) tre a t  nearly  a l l ,  i f  not a l l ,  of R o b in so n 's  p o e try . 
And, to  d a te ,  R obinson sc h o la rs  and  c r i t ic s  have  found i t  n e c e s sa ry  to  
se a rc h  out c a te g o rie s  in  w hich  to  p lac e  th e  p o em s, p a rtic u la rly  th e
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shorter e ffo r ts , c a te g o r ie s  b a se d  upon m otif, su b je c t m atte r, a n d /o r  
te c h n iq u e . All to o  o ften  th is  k ind  of app roach  re s u l ts  in  a s tra in in g  
to  find th e s e  c a te g o r ie s  , w h ich  te n d s  to  sa c r if ic e  in te g rity  of th e  
in d iv id u a l poem .
My m ethod of exam ining  th e  poetry  of R obinson is  new in  lig h t 
of w hat a lready  h a s  b e e n  done on i t .  I am going to  exam ine th e  
tw e n ty -s ix  sh o rte r  poem s th a t  I c o n s id e r  to  be v a lu a b le . My approach  
is  both a n a ly tic a l  and  ev a lu a tiv e ; I try  to  e x p la in  w hat and  how th e  
poems m ean and  to  de te rm ine  w here in  th e ir  e x c e lle n c e  l ie s  . In  e f f e c t , 
th e n , I p resen t in te n s iv e  rea d in g s  of th e  b e s t  of R obinson . I sh a re  the  
c r i t ic a l  c o n se n su s  th a t  R ob in so n 's  sh o rte r poem s re p re se n t h is  o u t­
stand ing  a c h ie v e m e n t. But not a ll .o f  h is  sh o rt poem s a re  s ig n if ic a n t . 
The tw e n ty -s ix  poem s I hav e  s e le c te d  are g lea n ed  from th e  p o e t 's  m ost 
p roductive  th ir ty - f iv e  y e a r s .  O nly in  h is l a s t  te n  y e a r s ,  m ost of w hich  
w ere  devo ted  to  th e  lo n g e r poem , did R obinson fa il to  p roduce a  short 
poem th a t  b e lo n g s in  my s tu d y .
I ag ree  w ith  C oxe  th a t  " a ll  of R o b in so n 's  poetry  a ssu m e s  th a t
one w ill w ant to  find th e  p a ra p h ra sa b le  e lem ent th e  poet h a s  ca re fu lly  
43p ro v id ed ."  And I in s i s t  th a t a  com petent read er m ust be a b le  to  
reco g n ize  w hat th e  p o e t i s  try ing  to sa y  in  th e  poem if  th e  poem  is  to  
be  of v a lu e  to  h im . At t im e s , th o u g h , to  d isc o v e r w hat th e  p oe t is
4 3I b id . , p .  3 1 .
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try ing  to  say  i s  not a p a rticu la rly  e a sy  ta s k ;  i t  may and  u su a lly  does 
inv o lv e  a c lo s e  exam ination  of th e  poem . At th is  p o in t, th e  find ings
t
of sc h o la rs  and c r i t ic s  c an  illu m in a te  d iff ic u lt p a s s a g e s  and th o se  th a t 
se em , on th e  su r fa c e , righ t bu t w h ic h , in  r e a l i ty ,  invo lve  more th an  
w ha t th e  f irs t  re sp o n se  in v i t e s .
, I in s i s t  a ls o  th a t  a poem of m erit i s  a com plete  and  co n c re te  w h o le .
W hat and  how th e  poem m eans can  depend  on e x p e rie n c e s  th a t th e  poet 
h a s  h a d , on e x p e rie n c e s  in  w hich  he h as  not b e e n  a p a rtic ip a n t bu t an  
o b se rv e r , and  so  o n . And w hen  th e s e  e x te rn a l p o in ts  of re fe ren ce  a re  
m ade a p p a re n t, th e  com plexion  of th e  poem c a n  c h a n g e . H ow ever, a 
sho rt poem , above a l l ,  i s  a  work of a rt and  shou ld  be exam ined a s  su c h . 
W hen  a read er e x p e rien c es  a poem on th e  p ag es  of a  m agazine and does 
no t reco g n ize  th e  p o e t, he can  app roach  th e  poem more c lo s e ly  a s  a  work 
o f a rt th an  he cou ld  i f  he  im m ediate ly  rec o g n ize d  th e  au tho r and  th e n  
made th e  a s s o c ia t io n s  w hich  c o u ld , and  p robably  w o u ld , a ffe c t bo th  h is  
in te rp re tiv e  and e v a lu a tiv e  c o n c lu s io n s . I am h e re  a s s e r tin g  only  th a t
l
th e  poem shou ld  be read  la rg e ly  w ith in  th e  c o n fin es  of th e  page on w h ich  
i t  a p p ea rs ; in  th e  fin a l a n a ly s is ,  th is  is  w here  judgm ent ought to  r e s t .
It is  im p o ss ib le , th o u g h , to  sh u t o n e 's  mind from th e  a s s o c ia t io n s  in  th e  
c a s e  of a  known and e s ta b lis h e d  p o e t—to  be o b je c tiv e  in  th e  m ost com - 
' p reh e n s iv e  s e n s e .
T his be ing  g ra n te d , a poem is  m ade by a person  who h as  com m it­
m ents to  th e  hum an cond ition ; and th is  poem i s  rea d  by p e rso n s  w ho have 
th e ir  own com m itm en ts. Problem s c a n  and  freq u en tly  do a r is e  w hen  th e re  
i s  a c o n flic t b e tw een  th e  a tt i tu d e s  e x p re sse d  in  th e  poem and  th o se  h e ld
i
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by th e  r e a d e r s . I t is  n e c e s s a ry  now to  a sk : W hat i s  the  ro le  of b e lie fs  
and  a c c e p ta n c e  in  th e  ev a lu a tio n  of p o e try ?  In  h is  s tu d y , The Rhetoric 
of F ic tio n , W ayne C . Booth acknow ledges th is  problem  w hen  he  s ta te s  • 
th a t  w hen enjoym ent of a lite ra ry  work i s  c o n c e rn e d , “d iffe ren ces  of 
b e l ie f ,  even  in  th e  s e n s e  of a b s tr a c t ,  sp e c u la tiv e  s y s te m s , a re  a lw ays 
to  som e e x ten t re le v a n t, o ften  se r io u s ly  ham pering , and som etim es 
f a t a l . 1,44
W hat Booth sa y s  about f ic tio n  a ls o  a p p lie s  to  poetry : “The im plied  
au tho r of each  novel i s  som eone w ith  w hose  b e lie f s  on a l l  su b je c ts  I 
m ust la rg e ly  ag ree  i f  I am to  en joy  h is  w ork . . . . I t is  only a s  I read
T
th a t  I becom e th e  s e lf  w h o se  b e lie fs  m ust co in c id e  w ith  th e  a u th o rs . . . . 
The m ost s u c c e s s fu l  read ing  is  one in  w hich  th e  c re a te d  s e lv e s ,  au thor 
and  re a d e r , c an  find  com plete  ag reem en t. "45 Two a d d itio n a l s ta tem en ts  
by Booth s tr ik e  a t th e  h ea rt of th is  problem : (1) " . . .  our co n v ic tio n s 
ev en  abou t th e  m ost pu rely  in te l le c tu a l  m atters  can n o t he lp  funda­
m en ta lly  a ffec tin g  our l ite ra ry  re s p o n s e s " ;  (2) " . . . even  th e  g re a te s t  
of lite ra tu re  i s  ra d ic a lly  dependen t on th e  co n cu rren ce  of b e lie fs  of 
authors.-and r e a d e r s . "4 ®
To th o se  who argue th a t o b je c tiv ity  is  th e  on ly  v a lid  c r i t ic a l  a p ­
p ro ach ’and th e  only b a s is  for judgm en t, Booth re p l ie s  th a t th e re  is  no 
re a l  w ay to  e lim in a te  hum an c o n s id e ra tio n s  from a work of a r t .  T rue, he
44W ayne C . B ooth, The R hetoric of F ic tio n  (C h icago , 1961), 
p .  140.
45I b i d . . p p . 137-138 .
46I b i d . . p .  140.
c o n te n d s , som e v a lu e s  a re  more im portan t th an  o th e rs , bu t n e v e r th e le s s  
v a lu e  in  a  m oral s e n se  canno t he lp  in flu e n ce  even  th e  m ost o b jec tiv e  of 
re a d e rs :  "The problem  for th e  re a d e r  i s  th u s  re a lly  th a t of d isco v erin g  
w h ich  v a lu e s  are  in  abeyance  and  w h ich  a re  g e n u in e ly . . . a t w o rk ." 47
The po in t of co n ten tio n  here  re a lly  co n ce rn s  w here v a lue  l ie s  in  
th e  poem . S ta ted  ano ther w ay: D oes one judge  th e  poem  qnly a s  a  work 
of a r t ,  or shou ld  he  a ls o  w eigh  th e  v a lu e  of w hat is  be ing  e x p re s s e d ?  
C e r ta in ly , th e  w ay in  w h ich  th e  poem  i s  p re se n te d  is  of m ajor im por­
ta n c e ,  and  no leg itim a te  app roach  to  poe try  underp lays m atters  of d ic ­
t io n , rhy thm , form , u n ity , and so  fo r th . And, in  addition-, a tt i tu d e s  are  
no t re a lly  m easu rab le  in  any  v a lid  s e n s e  u n le s s  a sp e c if ic  c o d e , moral 
or o th e rw ise , is  reco g n ized  and a g re ed  upon by both th e  poe t and  h is  
r e a d e rs .  H ow ever, a tt i tu d e s  vary  w id e ly  b e tw een  and  among in d iv id u a ls  
and  p e o p le s . W hat may be rig h t and good  for "x" may be  wrong and bad  
for "y" b e c a u se  o f , s a y , re lig io u s  d if fe re n c e s . And so  on and o n . To 
find  th e  proper p a th  through th is  w ood i s , in  th e  f in a l a n a ly s i s , perhaps 
im p o ss ib le . No c r i t ic a l  theory  th a t ta lk s  about b e lie fs  and  a c c e p ta n c e  
h a s  i t s e l f  found u n iv e rsa l a c c e p ta n c e —an o th er exam ple of a ttitu d e  
d is ta n c e .
I do not hold th a t th e  rea d e r  m ust b e lie v e  in  or a c c e p t th e  a ttitu d e  
e x p re ss e d  in  th e  poem; bu t if  a  g iv en  rea d e r  a g re e s  w ith  th is  a t t i tu d e , 
th e n  a l l  th e  b e tte r  a t th a t tim e for th a t  re a d e r , th a t p o e t, and  th a t poem . 
Of c o u rs e , a s  Booth a rg u e s , i t  i s  ex trem ely  d ifficu lt to  e x tr ic a te  b e lie fs
47I b i d . , p . 144.
and a c c e p ta n c e  from the  e v a lu a tiv e  p ro c e s s . But if  the  New C ritic s  go 
too  fa r in  dem anding to ta l o b je c tiv ity  (a probable im p o ss ib ility ), th e y  
are  a t  le a s t  looking in  the  rig h t d ire c tio n . This is  not to  say  th a t a 
poem should  no t be a  v e h ic le  for a ttitu d e  developm ent; i t  is  to  sa y  th a t  
the  a ttitu d e  is  there  and th a t  i t s  being  there  is  im portan t. S t i l l ,  e v a lu a ­
tio n  of the  poem m ust not r e s t  on w hether th e  reader is  in harm ony w ithi
th e  a ttitu d e  e x p re sse d  in  th e  poem . The se r io u sn e s s  and s ig n if ic an c e  
of the  su b je c t m a tte r , i ts  em bodim ent in  term s of a r t is t ic  q u a lity , and 
the  c o m p le ten ess  of the  poem a s  a s e lf -s u f f ic ie n t  en tity  are  the  proper 
o b je c ts  of e v a lu a tio n . The w orth of the  them e and the re su ltin g  a tt i tu d e  
a re  im portant but not e a s i ly  m e a su ra b le . ?
I have ch o sen  th e se  tw e n ty -s ix  poem s for d isc u ss io n  in  my study  
b e c a u se  they  dem onstra te  the  q u a li t ie s  th a t have made Robinson a m ajor 
p o e t. The su b je c ts  he  tre a ts  in  th e s e  poem s are se rio u s  and s ig n if ic a n t, 
and h is  them es re f le c t  th a t he i s  fu lly  aw are of the  painfu l e s s e n c e  of 
liv ing  and of the  need  for man to  try  to  understand  h is fellow  man and  to  
have com passion  for him . Robinson i s  a pe rcep tive  observer who d o es  
not p retend  to  judge the  peop le  and th e  s itu a tio n s  th a t com prise th e  
m atter of h is poem s. I am im p ressed  by w hat Robinson has to  say  in  
th e s e  tw e n ty -s ix  poem s.
I am im p ressed  a lso  by R obinson 's s k il l  a s  a c ra ftsm an . In a num­
ber of th e se  poem s, Robinson av o id s  d irec t s ta tem en ts  of h is  th e m e s . 
F requen tly , he p la c e s  c lu e s  in  a  poem th a t the  reader m ust d isc o v e r and 
in te rp re t for h im se lf if  the  poem is  to  be s ig n if ic an t to  him . By em ploy­
ing  th is  m ethod, th e  read er m ust come h im self to  the  understand ing  th a t  
is  a  p re re q u is ite  for co m p ass io n . O nce th e  reader m akes th e  n e c e s s a ry
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d is c o v e r ie s , th e  poem re g is te rs  pow erfu lly  on him and th e  p o e t 's  m essag e  
i s  conveyed  e ffe c tiv e ly . At t im e s , u n ders tand ing  com es on ly  a t th e  very  
end of th e  poem w hen th e  poet t ie s  to g e th e r  w hat d e v ic e s  he h a s  u se d  to  
g ive  th e  poem c o h e ren c e . Only in  is o la te d  in c id e n ts  does i t  seem  th a t 
R obinson perhaps shou ld  have in c lu d ed  more sp e c if ic  in fo rm ation . And 
even  w hen th is  does o c c u r , th e  poem h as  o ther q u a li t ie s  th a t d is tin g u ish  
i t .
R ob inson 's  u se  of lan g u ag e  in  th e s e  tw e n ty -s ix  poem s i s  c o n s is ­
te n tly  good and frequen tly  b r i l l ia n t .  In  a number of h is  o ther poem s 
(sh o rt, m iddle le n g th , and long le n g th ) , he  te n d s  to  be  wordy and  to  re ly  
h eav ily  on a b s tra c t la n g u a g e . T hese  d e f ic ie n c ie s  a re  n o tic ea b ly  a b se n t 
in  th e s e  poem s, in  w hich  th e  lan g u ag e  i s  both c o n cre te  and a p p ro p ria te . 
Robinson has th e  knack  of be ing  ab le  to  s e le c t  ju s t  th e  righ t w ord .
This i s  ev idenced  a ls o  in  h is  ch o ice  of im ages drawn from th e  n a tu ra l 
w o rld , w hich  are fre sh  and  ex c itin g  and  w hich  have  th e  a d d itio n a l v a lu e  
of being  in te g ra lly  re la te d  to  w hat th e  poet is  try ing  to  s a y .
R obinson a ls o  t ie s  each  poem to g e th e r  n e a tly  so  th a t once  th e  
read er ex p erien ces  th e  poem he fe e ls  th a t th e  poet n eed s to  say  nothing 
e l s e . Robinson a c h ie v e s  unity  frequen tly  by p lac in g  a t app rop ria te  
p la c e s  throughout th e  poem w ords re la tin g  to  a s in g le  c o n c e p t, su ch  a s  
to  th e  a c t of s e e in g , w hich  seem s to  be  R ob inson 's  fav o rite  p a tte rn  of 
im agery . At t im e s , irony  i s  th e  d e v ic e  he em ploys to  u n ite  th e  poem 
in to  a  com plete and c o n cre te  w h o le .
In th e  th ree  c h ap te rs  devo ted  to  d is c u s s io n s  of th e  in d iv id u a l 
poem s, I hope to  sw eep  out som e of th e  co b w ebs 'w oven  in  and around
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th e s e  tw e n ty -s ix  p o e m s. My u ltim ate  pu rpose  is  to  m ake them  u n d er­
s ta n d a b le . A lthough I am tak ing  th e  poem s one by o n e , I d is c u s s  in  
th e  conclud ing  ch ap te r som e of the  c o n s is te n c ie s  in  su b je c t m atter, 
m otif, and tec h n iq u e  th a t I find  in  the  poem s and th a t he lp  make 
R obinson a major p o e t. S ince  th e s e  poems w ere  com posed  over a 
period  of som e th ir ty - f iv e  y e a rs , they  re p re se n t a continuum  of effort 
and  mirror th e  R obinson m ethod in  th e  sh o rte r poem .
A no te  i s  in  order concern ing  the  p lan  of th e  follow ing th ree  c h a p ­
te r s  . I have g iv en  e ach  ch ap te r over to  poem s p u b lish ed  in  periods th a t 
co rrespond  roughly  to  th e  e a r ly , m iddle , and la te  y e a rs  of R ob in son 's  
po e tic  c a re e r . In th e  second  c h a p te r , I exam ine "Luke H a v e rg a l,"  "The 
H ouse on th e  H i l l ,"  "Aaron S tark" and "The C le rk s"  from The C h ild ren  
of th e  N ight (1890-1897), "The Grow th of 'L o r ra in e , '"  from C ap ta in  
C raig  (1902), "The W h ip ,"  "How A nnandale W ent O u t, " "M iniver 
C h e e v y ,"  and  "For a D ead Lady" from The Town Down th e  River (1910).
I devo te  th e  en tire  th ird  ch ap te r to  the  follow ing poem s in c lu d ed  in  
R ob inson 's  b e s t  vo lum e, The Man A gainst the  Sky (1916): "F lam m onde," 
"The G ift of G od, " " C a ssa n d ra , " " H illc re s t, " "Eros T u rannos, "
"V eteran S ire n s , " "Another Dark Lady, " and "The Poor R e la tio n . " In  the  
fourth c h a p te r , I exam ine "The M ill" and "The Dark H ills "  from The 
Three T averns (1920), "M r. F lo o d 's  P a r ty ,"  "Lost A n ch o rs ,"  and "The 
Long R ace" from A von 's H arvest (1921), and "The S h e a v e s ,"  "K arm a," 
"En P a s s a n t ,"  and "New England" from D ionysus in  Doubt (1925).
CHAPTER II
THE SHORTER POEMS (1897, 1902, 1910)
"Luke H avergal"
Of a l l  of R ob inson 's sh o rte r poem s, "Luke H avergal"*  h as  been 
the  one m ost w ide ly  e x p lic a te d . C ritic s  ag ree  g en era lly  th a t i t  is  an  
e x cep tio n a lly  fine poem , d e sp ite  th e ir  in a b ility  to  id en tify  the  sp e ak e r 
and the  two c h a ra c te rs  and th e ir  in a b ility  to  fix  upon m o tifs . Robinson 
h im se lf never sa id  any th ing  to  c le a r  up the c r i t ic a l  co n fu s io n . Chard 
Pow ers Sm ith, who c a l ls  th e  poem "the only su re ly  g rea t one of 
/R o b in s o n 's 7 . . • H arvard p e r io d ,"  a rg u es th a t the  p o e t 's  re fe re n c e s  
to  "Luke H avergal" a s  "a p iec e  of d e lib e ra te  d eg en era tio n "  and a s  "my 
confo rtab le  a b s tra c tio n "  a re  m islead ing  in  the  c h a ra c te r is t ic  Robinson 
m anner.^  The sp e ak e r of th e  poem do es not g ive  any c lu e s  to  h is  
id en tity  u n til  the beg inn ing  of the  th ird  s ta n z a  w hen he s ta te s :  "O ut
*Edwin Arlington R obinson, C o lle c te d  Poems of Edwin A rlington 
Robinson (New York, 1937), p p . 74-75: su b se q u e n tly , a fte r  th e  f ir s t  
m ention of each  poem tre a te d  in  th is  s tu d y , page re fe ren c es  to  the  
C o llec ted  Poems w ill  be p lac ed  in  b rac k e ts  in  th e  te x t .
^C hard Pow ers Sm ith , W here th e  Light F a l ls : A P ortra it of Edwin 
A rlington Robinson (New York, 1965), p . 127.
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of a grave I come to  te l l  you t h i s ."  On the  s u rfa c e , th e  read er is  led  
to  b e liev e  th a t th e  sp eak e r liv e s  in  d e a th 's  kingdom .
"Luke H avergal"  is  an a d d re ss  from th e  sp e ak e r to  Luke h im se lf . 
A pparen tly , Luke has lo s t  a woman (wife or lover) through d ea th  and 
p re se n tly  is  liv ing  a kind of d ea th  in  l i f e .  The sp e ak e r f ir s t  te l ls  Luke 
to  "Go to  the  w este rn  g a te " ; the  r e s t  of the poem p re se n ts  a se r ie s  of 
argum ents through im ages to  convince Luke of the  need  for him to commit 
su ic id e  so  th a t he can jo in  h is  loved o n e . The w e ste rn  gate  is  obv iously  
a sym bol of d ea th ; the  sun s e ts  in  the w e s t ju s t  a s  life  for Luke w ill 
find a se ttin g  dow n. W alte r G ie rasch  read s  th e  w este rn  g a te  a s  "the 
goa l of fa ith  . . . and tru s t . . .  in th e  woman Luke s e e k s ."  H ow ever, 
on the l i te ra l  le v e l ,  G ie rash  s e e s  the  g a te  a s  perhaps the  g a te  to 
"w alled  property  or a w a lled  to w n ."  He su g g e s ts  fu rther th a t "a large  
property  or a tow n a s  sym bol of life  is  no t fa r - fe tc h e d , but a s  a sym bol 
of r e s t le s s  a c tiv ity  i t  is  more po ten t and  fittin g  h e re . Richard P.
Adams ta k e s  s t i l l  ano ther p o sitio n  concern ing  the  g a te  and th e  u ltim ate  
m eaning of the poem: "It may be s ig n if ic a n t, how ever, th a t he is  
in s tru c te d  to  go to  the g a te , not through i t ,  and  to  l is te n  for a c a l l ,  
not to  jo in  the c a l le r .  There is  nothing in th e  w ording of the  poem 
th a t req u ires  u s to  regard  L uke's d ea th  a s  e ith e r  im m inent or d e s ira b le ,
^W alter G ie ra sc h , The E x p lica to r, III (O ctober 1944), Item 8 .
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4and  I prefer no t t o . " I m ust d isa g re e  h e a r tily  w ith  Adams h e re . In the
th ird  line  of th e  poem , the  sp e ak e r te l l s  Luke to  w a it in  th e  tw iligh t
"for w hat w ill  com e.." The end of th e  d a y , i t  seem s only lo g ic a l to
a s su m e , shou ld  be eq u a ted  w ith  the  end of life  a s  we know i t .  A lso ,
*
in  th e  f i r s t  s ta n z a , the  sp e ak e r re fe rs  to  le a v e s  th a t w ill w h isper to  
Luke of h is  lo s t  woman and "som e, /  Like fly ing  w ords w ill s trik e  you 
a s  th ey  f a l l . "  A fa llin g  lea f is  a dead  lea f; th is  supports th e  death  m otif 
in tro d u ced  by the  w este rn  gate  and  re in fo rced  by the tw ilig h t. As the 
poem p ro g re s se s , the  id ea  of d ea th  is  g iven  a d d itio n a l im p e tu s .
A lthough Adams does no t se e  L uke 's  d ea th  a s  "e ith e r im m inent or 
d e s i r a b le ,"  he do es adm it th a t the  poem is  ab o u t death : "The m ost 
obvious m eaning l ie s  in  the  e v id e n t fa c t th a t  i t  i s  an  e le g y , a poem 
ab o u t d e a th , o r, more p re c is e ly , abou t our a tt i tu d e s  tow ard d e a th .
The second  s ta n z a  beg in s w ith  an  em phatic  " N o ," a s  if the  sp eak er
^Richard P . A dam s, "The Failure  of Edwin Arlington R obinson, " 
T ulane S tud ies in  E n g lish , XI (1961), 132: A dam 's read ing  of "Luke 
H averga l"  is  b a se d , in  p a rt, on the  b e lie f  th a t  Robinson took  se rio u sly  
to  h e a rt M ax N o rd eau 's  book, D e g en e ra tio n , and  th a t the poem i s ,  in  
e f fe c t ,  an 'ou tg row th  of R ob inson 's  re sp o n se  to  the  book. Adams c ite s  
th e  p o e t 's  le t te r  to  Harry de F o re s t Smith d a ted  D ecem ber 14, 1895, in 
w h ich  he re fe rs  to  "Luke H avergal"  a s  "a p iec e  of d e lib e ra te  d eg en era ­
t io n ."  US. p . 238 / U n triangu la ted  S ta rs : L e tte rs  of Edwin Arlington 
R obinson to  H arry de F o rest Sm ith 189 0 -1 9 0 5 , Denham S u tc liffe , e d . 
C am bridge, M a s s a c h u s e tts ,  1 9 4 7 /. Robinson w as read ing  N ordeau in 
June  of 1895. Adams a ls o  c ite s  th e  O ctober 6 , 1895 le t te r  to  Sm ith, in  
w h ich  Robinson sa y s : "I like  th e  red  le a v e s .  Red m akes me th ink  of 
D e g e n e ra tio n . . " (US. p .  233).
5I b i d . , p .  132.
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w ere encoun tering  r e s is ta n c e  from L uke. From th is  poin t on , i t  seem s 
ap p aren t th a t the sp e ak e r i s ,  in  e f fe c t ,  rep ly ing  to  q u e s tio n s  th a t  Luke 
h a s  concern ing  h is  s i tu a t io n . The "No" is  o cca s io n ed  p robably  by 
L u k e 's  im plied  q u estio n : "Is th e re  noth ing  more for me to  liv e  fo r?  "
The sp e ak e r resp o n d s:
th e re  is  no t a  dawn in  e a s te rn  sk ie s  
To r if t the  fie ry  n ig h t th a t 's  in  your e y e s ,
w hich  I tak e  to  m ean th a t th e re  i s  no w ay in  w hich  Luke can  find  p eace
of mind on e a r th . The sp e a k e r co n tin u es :
But th e re ,  w here w e s te rn  gloom s are g a th e rin g ,
The dark  w ill end  th e  d a rk , if a n y th in g .
The w ord "gloom" and th e  su g g e s tiv e  re p e titio n  of "dark" do more th an  
sim ply  im ply the  d ea th  m o tif. E llsw orth  Barnard h as  th is  to  sa y  co n ce rn ­
ing  the  la s t  line  quoted : "H ere we have w hat m ight be c a lle d  a  m etaphor 
of th e  second  deg ree: 'The d a rk ' m eans 'd e a t h , ' but th e  f i r s t  d e a th  i s
th a t of th e  body (through s u ic id e ) , w hich  in  the  d iso rd e red  m ind of th e
6bereav ed  lover p rom ises to  end h is  d e a th lik e  lo n e l in e s s ."
I tak e  the  fifth  and  s ix th  l in e s  of th e  se co n d  s ta n z a  to  be the
s p e a k e r 's  re b u tta l to  the  C h ris tia n  argum ent a g a in s t s e lf -d e s tru c tio n :
God s la y s  H im self w ith  every  le a f  th a t f l ie s ,
And h e ll  i s  more th a n  h a lf  of p a ra d ise .
4
In  a l l  p ro b ab ility , Luke h as  o ffered  th e  C h ris tia n  argum ent a g a in s t  
s u ic id e . The sp eak er is  say in g  th a t  God h as  c rea ted  ev e ry th in g ,
^Barnard, p .  39.
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includ ing  the  le a v e s ,  and  th a t every  n a tu ra l phenom enon is  a pa rt of 
God, so  to  sp eak ; c o n se q u e n tly , God co n tin u a lly  is  k illin g  h im se lf .
And the  sp e ak e r su g g e s ts  here  th e  paradox  th a t life  can  come from d e a th . 
The life  th a t Luke is  fo rced  to  lead  i s  w orse th an  w hat th e  sp e a k e r o ffers 
in  w hat purports to  be a  life  a f te r  d e a th . S u ic ide  in  co n v en tio n a l 
C h ris tia n  theo logy  c an  be p un ished  by an  e te rn a l life  in  h e l l .  To th is  
th e  sp eak e r an sw ers  th a t  e ith e r  h e ll  is  not a s  bad a s  i t  i s  p ic tu red  to  be
or th a t h e ll i s  a t  l e a s t  b e tte r  th a n  L uke 's p re se n t l i f e .  In  th e  la t te r  re a d -
/
in g , "p a ra d ise "  could  re fe r to  the  former life  th a t Luke and h is  love 
sh a red  to g e th e r . But i t  i s  pe rh ap s out of order to  offer th is  in te rp re ta ­
t io n . It i s  a lto g e th e r  p o s s ib le ,  tho u g h , th a t the  s p e a k e r 's  id e n tif ic a tio n  
can  be g a th ered  from h is  s ta te m e n t th a t "h e ll is  more th an  h a lf  of p a ra ­
d i s e ."  P erhaps th e  sp e ak e r i s  Satan  o r, l e s s  d ra m a tic a lly , re p re se n ts  
a  S a tan ic  po in t of v ie w . W ith  th is  in  m ind, h is  e a g e rn e ss  to  have Luke 
com m it:su ic ide  i s  th u s  e x p la in a b le .
The th ird  s ta n z a  b eg in s  w ith  the  sp e ak e r rev ea lin g  th a t  he h as  come 
ou t of a grave to  ta lk  to  L uke. He co n tin u es th a t  he h as  come
to  quench  the k is s  
That flam es upon your fo rehead  w ith  a  glow 
That b lin d s you to  th e  w ay th a t you m ust g o .
This in tro d u ces L uke 's second  im plied  o b jec tio n  to  com m itting su ic id e ;
"If I k i l l  m y se lf, I w ill  fo rfe it a l l  se n su o u s  p le a su re s  and ex p e rien c es  
of th is  w o rld ."  A. A. R aven 's  read ing  of the  poem h as  p a rtic u la r  a p p lic a ­
tio n  h e re . H is th e s is  is  th a t  Luke " is  no t con tem pla ting  d ea th  or su ic id e ;
in  f a c t ,  he  is  c lin g in g  to  life  in  order to  p rese rv e  i t s  v iv id  memory of 
h is  love . . . .  By h is  too  v iv id  memory of th e  k is s  on h is  brow he has 
been  b linded  to  th e  w ay th a t  he shou ld  g o . In  o th er w o rd s , th e  w ay to  
p rese rv e  love i s  no t to  s tru g g le  a g a in s t  tim e by liv ing  in  the  p a s t ,  but 
to  subm it o n e se lf  to  the  fu tu re , i . e . , to  have  f a i t h . " Adams ta k e s  the  
above lin e s  "to  m ean th a t  Luke is  no t to  fo llow  h is  sw ee th e a rt in to  d e a th , 
but is  to  ta k e  a  d iffe ren t w ay , w hich  w ill be a  b e tte r  w ay to  p rese rv e  the  
re la tio n sh ip  th a t  d e a th  h a s  in te rru p te d . . . .  I t  w ill  be b itte r  and w ill 
requ ire  f a i th ."  I t  is  Adam s' b e lie f  th a t  Luke " is  being urged  no t to  d ie 
bu t to  l iv e , and  to  keep  h is  love a liv e  by a c c e p tin g  th e  b itte r  fa c t th a t
Q
h is  love i s  d e a d . " D e sp ite  th e s e  a rg u m en ts , I m ain ta in  th a t  Luke is  
being  urged  to  do aw ay w ith  h im se lf and  th a t  th e  poem is  s tru c tu red  by 
L uke 's  im p lied  o b je c tio n s  to  s u ic id e . The sp e ak e r su b s ti tu te s  being 
w ith  the  wom an for w h a tev e r p h y s ic a l p lea su re  Luke m ight ex p erien ce  
on earth : "Y es, th e re  i s  y e t one w ay to  w here sh e  i s . " The "Yes" 
in d ic a te s  a g a in  re sp o n se  to  an o th e r im plied  q u e s tio n  pu t forth  by Luke:
"Is th e re  any  w ay th a t  I c an  be w ith  h er?  " The n ex t lin e  p o ses  a  se rio u s  
in te rp re tiv e  problem : "B itte r, but one th a t fa ith  may never m is s ."  The 
moment of th e  su ic id a l  a c t  i s  b i t te r ,  bu t th e  sp e a k e r ad d s th a t  a t  le a s t  
th is  w ay is  one th a t  " f a i t h , " m eaning C h r is tia n ity , w ould no t a t  a l l
7A. A. R aven, The E x p lica to r, III (D ecem ber 1944), Item  2 4 . 
®Adams, p . 133.
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reg re t e lim ina ting ; th is  is  p robab ly  w hat th e  en igm atic  lin e  m e a n s . The 
s p e a k e r 's  iron ic  tone  g iv es  im petus to  h is  argum ent a g a in s t the  co nven ­
tio n a l C h ris tia n  po in t of v ie w .
The conclud ing  s ta n z a  i s  the  f in a l s ta g e  in  th e  argum ent for 
su ic id e  and a g a in s t any  o b je c tio n s  th a t Luke m ight have to  k illin g  him ­
s e l f .  The sp e ak e r te l l s  I.uke:
This i s  th e  w e s te rn  g a te ,  Luke H av erg a l,
There are  th e  crim son  le a v e s  upon th e  w a ll .
Go, for th e  w inds a re  te a rin g  them  a w a y ,—
Nor th ink  to  r id d le  the  dead  words th ey  s a y ,
Nor any more to  fe e l them  a s  th ey  fa ll;
But g o , and  i f  you t ru s t  he r she  w ill c a l l .
There i s  th e  w e s te rn  g a te ,  Luke H a v e rg a lr-  
Luke H a v erg a l.
H ere , th e  sp e ak e r is  try ing  to  hurry Luke in to  the  a c t  by re fe ren ce  to  the  
w inds tea rin g  aw ay  th e  le a v e s  and by h is  in ju n c tio n  no t to  try  to  p u zz le  
the  m eaning of d e a th  or to  e x p erien c e  th e  p h y s ic a l s e n sa tio n  of le a v e s  
a s  th ey  fa l l  upon h is  p e rso n . A pparen tly , Luke i s  ju s t  a t  th e  ripe  
moment for d e a th , and  the  sp e a k e r  i s  concerned  th a t if  he does no t do
i t  now , he never w il l .  He i s  a fra id  th a t Luke w ill in te l le c tu a liz e  h is
t
s itu a tio n  ( i . e .  C h r is tia n ity  frow ns upon su ic id e ) or th a t  he w ill en joy  
th e  p h y s ic a l (the sp e ak e r t r ie s  to  d is su a d e  Luke from th is  in  th e  beg inn ing  
of the  th ird  s ta n z a ) . He a ls o  c a l ls  upon L uke 's s e n se  of lo y a lty  by u sin g  
th e  word " t r u s t . "
There is  every  re a so n  to  su s p e c t  th a t  th e  woman in  the  poem com ­
m itted  su ic id e  h e rs e lf .  T his w ould acco u n t for the  in te re s t  of the  
sp e ak e r in  Luke a n d , more im p o rtan tly , i t  w ould acco u n t for the  obvious
37
fa c t  th a t Luke w ill go to  h e ll  and  th a t  h is  life  in  h e ll  w ould no t be th a t 
b a d . This a ls o  e x p la in s , if  th e  sp e ak e r is  te llin g  Luke the  tru th  (tha t 
he w ill h ear her c a l l ) ,  her concurrence  in  the sp e a k e r 's  a rgum ent.
P erhaps the sp e a k e r , who i s  obv iously  a ligned  w ith  d e a th  and 
probably  w ith  the  s p ir i t  of h e l l ,  i s ,  in  re a li ty , the  su b co n sc io u s  mind 
of Luke and  perhaps the  c o n flic t in  the  poem is  w ith in  L uke 's m ind . H is 
C h ris tia n  upbringing  and h is  en joym ent of the p h y s ic a l fa c t of being  a re  
on one s id e  c la sh in g  w ith  h is  d e s ire  to  commit su ic id e , a  d e s ire  p re ­
c ip ita te d  by the  trem endous s e n s e  of g rie f he fe e ls  over th e  lo s s  o f th e  
w om an. W hether Robinson w an ts  th e  read er to  b e liev e  th a t the  v o ice
"Out of a  g rave" i s  d e a th  p e rso n if ie d , an  agen t of the  d e v il , th e  d e v il
\  „ 
h im se lf , or ju s t  th e  m an ifes ta tio n  of one layer of L uke 's m ind, i s ,  in
th e  fin a l a n a ly s is ,  i r re le v a n t. The natu re  of th e  argum ents o ffered  i s
no t a ffe c te d  by the  id e n tity  of th e  sp e a k e r . Yvor W in ters fe e ls  th a t
Q
th e  sp eak e r i s  the woman; Emery N eff th in k s :that th e  sp e ak e r i s  
e ith e r  th e  woman or "H avergal comm uning w ith  h im se lf . W hoever 
e l s e ,  th e  sp e ak e r i s  c e r ta in ly  no t th e  woman; th e  con tex t of th e  poem 
sim ply  does not afford  th a t re a d in g .
"Luke H avergal"  p re se n ts  the  experience  of a man con tem pla ting  
d e a th . Knowledge of w he ther or not Luke f in a lly  does k ill  h im se lf  is
f
^Yvor W in te rs , Edwin A rlington Robinson (New York, 1946),
p .  35.
10N eff , p .  68.
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not n eed ed  to  m ake th e  poem  any more im p ress iv e ; w hat is  im portant is  
th a t th e  poem g iv e s  com plete  know ledge of th e  fac to rs  w ith  w hich Luke 
h as  to  con tend  in  th is  con tem pla tion  of d e a th . U n fo rtu n a te ly , th is  poem 
h a s  b een  th e  o b je c t of v a rio u s m isread ings; and  d e sp ite  th e  a rd u o u sn ess  
w ith  w hich  Robinson s tu d e n ts  have approached  th e  poem , "Luke H averga l"  
a t  tim es em erges a s  any th ing  bu t the  poem w hich  R obinson seem s to  have 
in te n d e d . T ake, for ex am p le , th is  read ing  offered  by M ath ilde  M .
P a rle tt: "Luke H av erg a l h a s  been  study ing  th e  re lig io n s  of the  E a s t.
F a iling  to  find  th e re  th e  an sw ers to  h is  q u e s t io n s , he rem em bers the  
argum ents of a  f r ie n d , now d e a d , w ho, though h im se lf re p e lle d  by 
d o g m atic , in s t i tu t io n a l  C h r is tia n ity , had found a s su ra n c e  in  the  exam ple
11
and te a c h in g s  of C h r is t .  In  m em ory, the  friend  sp e a k s  'o u t of a  g ra v e . ' " 
Richard C row der's  re a d in g , or perhaps h is  la c k  of su c h , is  ano ther c a se  
in  po in t: " . . .  th is  poem should  be regarded  a s  an  e x e rc is e  in  the  
m anner, s a y , of th e  sy m b o lis ts , n o t, of c o u rse , w ithou t se rio u s  over­
to n e s ,  but p o ss ib ly  w ithou t a g re a t d e a l of sp e c if ic  m ean ing . Not a s  
fa r-fe tc h e d  a s  th e  tw o above e x p lan a tio n s  but s t i l l  fa r enough a s tra y  to  
d e se rv e  m ention i s  L incoln F i tz e l l 's  in te rp re ta tio n  of "Luke H averga l" :
"The them e is  th a t  d e a th  canno t be conquered , or th e  c o n q u es t of d ea th  
be d e c is iv e ly  a ttem p ted  through  the  id le  and  sorrow ful ridd ling  of a  m y ste ry .
* ^ M ath ilde  M . P a r le t t ,  The E x p lica to r, III (June 1945), Item  57 .
■^Richard C row der, The E x p lica to r, VII (November 1948), Item  15.
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Only through ab id ing  fa ith  in  th e  im m ortality  of love can  d e a th  be s e t  a t  
a  d is ta n c e  and c re a tiv e ly  understood  a s  t r ia l  or in te rru p tio n .
"Luke H averga l"  ran k s  h igh  in  th e  Robinson canon . Adams adm ires
I
th e  te c h n ic a l  p ro fic ien cy  of th e  poem; but even  more than  th a t ,  he lik e s
th e  poem b e c a u se
The te c h n ic a l  a s p e c ts  a re  fu n c tio n a l in  carrying th e  q u a lity  of 
fee lin g  th a t  th e  p oe t m eant to  e v o k e . I t  is  th e  q u a lity  of d e e p , 
e a rn e s t  a tte n tio n  to  an  a lm o st im p o ss ib le -to -fo rm u la te  id e a , 
th e  read ing  for som ething w hich  canno t qu ite  be g ra sp e d , but 
w hich  fa ith  m ust have in  order for life  to  c o n tin u e . I doubt if  
i t  c an  be fu lly  ex p la in ed ; but anyone who h as  ex p erien ced  th e  
d e a th  of a  p e rson  he loved  more th an  h im self w ill h ave  had  th e  
fee lin g  I b e liev e  R obinson w as reach ing  fo r. ^
The e x p erien ce  of th e  poem i s  com plete  and th e  poem is  s tru c tu red
b r i l l ia n tly . R obinson g iv es th e  poem coherence  by the  u se  of a  re fra in
and  by the  u se  of a  c lip p ed  ech o  in  and a t  th e  end of each  of th e  four
s ta n z a s ,  by a  recu rren t p a tte rn  of im agery , and by includ ing  on ly  th a t
w hich  is  a b so lu te ly  e s s e n t ia l  to  ach iev in g  h is  in tended  e ffe c t: to  p re se n t
an  im agined  hum an ex p erien ce  to  w hich  a com peten t rea d e r  w ill  resp o n d
e m o tio n a lly . He w ill  reco g n ize  and u n ders tand  th e  fac to rs  w orking on the
p ro tag o n is t a n d , c o n se q u e n tly , w ill  have com passion  for h im . I do  not
th ink  th a t R obinson is  p re sen tin g  for judgm ent an  a ttitu d e  tow ard s u ic id e .
Each of the  four s ta n z a s  is  com posed of sev en  iam bic  p en tam eter
lin e s  and  an  e ig h th  line  of iam bic  d im e te r. The e igh th  lin e  re p e a ts  the
13L incoln  F i tz e l l ,  "The Sword and th e  D ragon ,"  The South A tlan tic  
Q u a rte rly , L (April 1951), 2 2 9 -2 3 0 .
•^Adams,  135.
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end of the  sev en th  l in e , w h ich  i t s e l f  i s  a  re p e titio n  of th e  f i r s t  line  of 
th e  s ta n z a :
(1) -
Go to  th e  w e s te rn  g a te ,  Luke H averga l—
Luke H av erg a l.
(2)
N o, th e re  i s  no t a  daw n in  e a s te rn  s k ie s —
In e a s te rn  s k i e s .
(3)
Out of a grave I come to  t e l l  you th is —
To te l l  you th is  .
(4)
There is  the  w e s te rn  g a te ,  Luke H averga l—
Luke H a v e rg a l.
Through th e  re fra in  and c lip p ed  echo  m e th o d s , Robinson g iv e s  th e  poem a
t
m ovem ent w hich  i s  in s tru m en ta l in  re f le c tin g  th e  r ip e n e ss  of Luke for 
s u ic id e , i f ,  in d ee d , he ev er d o e s  k il l  h im se lf .
The u se  of the  co lo r red  p rov ides a c o n s is te n t  p a tte rn  of im agery  a s  
does R ob inson 's u se  of le a v e s .  In  the  seco n d  lin e  of th e  poem , th e  "v ines 
c ling  crim son on th e  w a l l ,"  su g g e s tin g  th e  s e a s o n  of au tum n, an o th e r 
figure  of d e a th . And in  s ta n z a  tw o , L uke 's  e y es  are  d e sc rib e d  in  term s 
of a  "fiery  n ig h t."  The co lo r red  a ls o  su g g e s ts  blood; and a lthough  
th ere  is  no m ention of th e  w ay in  w hich  Luke w ould k il l  h im se lf , the  
read e r h a s  a  righ t to  a s s o c ia te  blood w ith  d e a th . Red, to o , is  the  co n - 
‘ v en tio n a l co lo r a sc r ib e d  to  h e ll:  "And h e ll  is  more th an  h a lf  of p a r a d i s e ."
I
In  th e  th ird  s ta n z a , th e  sp e a k e r h a s  come
to  quench th e  k is s  
That flam es upon your forehead  w ith  a glow 
That b l i n d s . . . .
D isc u ss in g  th e  k is s  in  te rm s of "flam es" and ,"g low " provides an o th e r
i l lu s tra tio n  of red  u se d  in  th is  p a tte rn  of im agery . Once ag a in  th e
"crim son le a v e s "  a re  m entioned  in  the  l a s t  s ta n z a , providing th e  f in a l
u sa g e  of the  co lo r re d .
The l in e s  quo ted  so  fa r  te s t i fy  to  th e  ap p ro p ria ten ess  and co n ­
c re te n e s s  of th e  w ords s e le c te d  by R obinson. H e re , in  a poem th a t  
a s su re d ly  t r e a ts  d e a th , Robinson u se s  only the  m ost co n cre te  of w o rd s . 
I t i s  to  h is  c re d it and  to  th e  re a d e r ’s p leasu re  th a t  Robinson do es not 
f a l l  in to  a b s tra c tio n s  in  d is c u s s in g  d e a th . At th is  p o in t, i t  is  in te r e s t -
I
ing to  no te  th a t  m ost of the  w ords in  "Luke H avergal" c o n s is t  of only 
one or tw o s y l la b le s .  As a ru le ,  R ob inson 's s u c c e s s e s  are poem s in  
w hich  w ords o f more th an  tw o sy lla b le s  a re  kep t to  a  minimum.
The a tt i tu d e  e x p re sse d  by th e  sp eak er is  c e rta in ly  not th a t he ld  
by th e  m ajority  of re a d e rs  a s  th e y  experience  "Luke H a v e rg a l."  And 
perhaps one could  argue th a t  th is  is  R ob inson 's a tt i tu d e , though  I 
th ink  th a t th is  would be an in ju s tic e  to  the  p o e t, not b e c a u se  o f w hat 
i s  s a id , bu t b e c a u se  th e  dom inant a ttitu d e  in  a  poem does not n e c e s ­
sa r ily  have to  re f le c t  th e  p o e t 's  b e l ie f s .  In any  e v e n t, "Luke H av erg a l 
p rov ides a  k ind of te s tin g  ground for the  problem  of b e lie f  and  a c c e p t­
a n c e . I t  u n d e rsco re s  th e  po in t th a t i t  is  u n n e c e ssa ry  for a  re a d e r to  
sh a re  the  a tt i tu d e  of th e  poem in  order to  judge th e  poem a s  v a lu a b le .
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"The H ouse  on th e  H ill"
Nowhere in  R obinson i s  th e  to n e  of a poem c le a n e r  th a n  in  the  
' v i l la n e l le , "The H ouse on  th e  H i l l ."  (81 -82 ), N eff n o tes  th a t th e  
tune  of the  French form "h e lp s  k eep  'The H ouse on th e  H ill' from 
s e n tim e n ta li ty ." 1^ The sp e a k e r in  th e  poem is  no t id e n tif ie d , bu t 
w e c a n  assum e th a t i t  i s  R obinson who i s  ta lk in g  about a h o u se  w hose  
re s id e n ts  "are  a ll gone a w a y ."  The h ouse  is  s h u t , s t i l l ,  and in  the  
p ro ce ss  of ru in  and decay ; th e  sp e ak e r s a y s  th a t  now "There is  nothing 
more to  say"  about th e  peop le  w ho had  liv e d  th e re . A pparen tly , in  
the  p a s t  they  w ere th e  o b je c ts  of g o ss ip  and in o rd in a te  c u r io s ity ,
l
the  rea so n s  for w hich th e  sp e a k e r is  not com pelled  to  d ivu lge (the 
form of the  v il la n e lle  w ould  no t perm it th is  an y w ay ). Even though  the  
house  is  d e se rte d  and w h at i s  s a id  about th e  form er re s id e n ts  is  
nothing but "poor f a n c y -p la y ,"  th e  "w e" of th e  poem (ordinary to w n s­
people  and th e  sp eak er a s  w ell) s t i l l  "stray /A round  th e  sunken  s i l l . "
I su g g e s t th a t th is  poem is  one in  w hich  R obinson is  making an  a s s e r ­
tio n  on  the  in a b ility  of peop le  to  know , in  th e  fu lle s t  s e n s e ,  o ther 
p e o p le .
The sp eak e r t r ie s  c o n sc io u s ly  to  d ivorce  h im se lf from any
i
p e rso n a l involvem ent w ith  th e  s itu a tio n  of th e  poem . The rea d e r  
know s nothing about him; he u s e s  th e  c o lle c tiv e  " w e ."  In f a c t ,  the
15N eff , p .  71.
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re a c tio n  of th e  sp e ak e r to  th e  s itu a tio n  of th e  house  on th e  h i l l 'in d i -  
c a te s  th a t  he is  m erely vo icing  th e  c o lle c tiv e  c u rio s ity  of th e  to w n , 
a  c u rio s ity  w hich  le a d s  in ev itab ly  to  c o n je c tu re , th e  c o n je c tu re  be ing  
bu t sha llow  and in s u b s ta n tia l  a n a ly s is .
Part of th e  e ffec t of th e  poem i s  due to  R ob in so n 's  m astery  of 
tec h n iq u e  in  th is  h is  one experim ent w ith  th e  v i l la n e l le .  A v illa n e lle
I
is  com posed  of n in e teen  lin e s ; th e  poem is  d iv ided  in to  five  te rc e ts  
w ith  a f in a l s ta n z a  of four l i n e s . In  a  v i l la n e l le , only tw o rhym es 
a re  em ployed th roughou t. H ow ever i t  i s  in  R ob in son 's  d ic tio n  and 
m ovem ent, bo th  of w hich  work to g e th e r ha rm on iously , th a t th is  l i t t le  
m as te rp ie ce  of b a rre n n ess  finds i ts  perfec tion ; th e  poem approx im ates 
th e  b le a k n e s s  of th e  h ouse  i t  i s  d esc rib in g  and th e  fu tili ty  of bo th  th e  
sp e ak e r and  th e  tow nspeop le  to  know th e  sto ry  of th e  h o u s e .
I
/ \
Some of th e  sam e e lem en ts th a t com bine to  make "Luke H averga l"
su c c e s s fu l  a re  found a lso  in  "The H ouse .on  th e  H i l l ."  W hile  th e  form er
is  com posed prim arily  of o n e - and tw o -sy lla b le  w o rd s , th e  la t te r  is
m ade up ex c lu s iv e ly  of w ords of one and tw o s y l la b le s .  This m akes
th e  l in e s  read  q u ick ly  and g iv es  them  a su g g e s tio n  of th e  b a rre n . The
fifth  lin e  of th e  poem , w hich  re a d s ,  "The w inds blow  b leak  and s h r i l l ,"
ex em p lifies  th is  te c h n iq u e , a s  d o e s ,  to  a le s s e r  d e g re e , th e  lin e  w h ich
p rec ed e s  i t :  "Through broken w a lls  and g ra y ."  The poem a ls o  com bines
ju d ic io u s ly  stopped  and end stopped  l in e s ,  w hich  sw eep  and jo lt  th e
read er from lin e  to  l in e ,  a g a in  approxim ating th e  m ovem ent of th e  w ind
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w hich blow s "b leak  and s h r i l l . " The u se  of th e  re fra in  is  an  in te g ra l 
e lem ent in  th e  v illa n e lle :  th e  sam e lin e  is  u se d  to  form lin e s  o n e , s ix , 
tw e lv e , and e igh teen ; ano ther lin e  is  u se d  to  form lin e s  n in e , f if te e n , 
and n in e te e n . Of c o u rse , th is  re s tr ic tio n  c an  p rove , in  th e  hands of a 
n o v ice , to  be a se rio u s im pedim ent; but in  th e  hands of R obinson, it  
se rv e s  w e ll .  The two b a s ic  rhyme lin e s  are  pe rfec t for th e ir  m elan­
choly  and s im p lic ity : (1) "They are  a ll  gone aw ay"; (2) "There is  
nothing more to  s a y ."
The u se  of two rhym es for a n in e te e n - lin e  poem is  p a rticu la rly  
hazardous (readers are  som ew hat in  aw e a t F ro s t 's  u se  of only four
i
rhym es in  h is  s ix te e n  lin e  "Stopping by W oods on a Snowy E ven ing"). 
H ow ever, a s  w ith  th e  re fra in , Robinson r is e s  to  th e  t a s k ,  and  th e  tw o 
rhym es of " — ay" and " —ill"  not only un ite  th e  poem a s  th ey  are 
su p p o sed  to  in  the  v i l la n e l le , bu t th ey  do som ething in  ad d itio n : th e  
sounds w hich  they  approxim ate are  th e  sounds of w ind rac ing  around
and about th e  d e so la te  h o u s e .
/
"Aaron Stark "
/ •
Another poem in c is iv e ly  c le a r  is  th e  sonnet "Aaron S ta rk ,"  (86) 
w hich  i s  as carefu lly  c h is e le d  a s  th e  t i t l e  s u g g e s ts .  It is  one of th e  
re la tiv e ly  few sho rte r poem s in  w hich  R obinson c o n c e n tra te s  on bo th
th e  p h y s ic a l and  m ental c h a ra c te r is t ic s  of an  in d iv id u a l. The o c tav e
/
em p h asizes  A aron 's fa c ia l  fe a tu re s :
/
45
WITHAL a m eagre man w as Aaron S ta rk ,
C u rsed  and unkem pt, sh rew d , sh r iv e lle d , and 
m orose .
A m iser w as h e , w ith  a m ise r 's  n o se ,
And e y e s  lik e  l i t t le  d o lla rs  in  th e  d a rk .
H is th in ,  p inched  mouth w as nothing bu t a 
mark;
And w hen  he spoke th e re  cam e lik e  su lle n  blow s 
Through s c a tte re d  fangs a few sn a rled  w ords 
and  c lo s e ,
As if  a cu r w ere  chary  of i t s  b a rk .
U su a lly , R obinson is  more concerned  w ith  th e  p sy c h o lo g ic a l a s p e c ts  of
h is  c h a ra c te rs  . But w ith  Aaron S ta rk , h is  p e rso n a lity  ap p aren tly  h as
p layed  no m ean part in  shap ing  h is  p h y s ic a l a p p e a ra n c e .
In th e  s e s t e t ,  th e  em phasis  sh if ts  from th e  p h y s ic a l to  th e
p sy c h o lo g ic a l. And h e re , com ing in to  th e  poem , is  a  h in t of p ity  for
Aaron w hen th e  sp e a k e r , Robinson h im s e lf ,  c a l ls  Aaron a " lo v e le s s
e x ile  ": '
G lad  for th e  murmur of h is  hard  renow n,
Year a fte r  y e a r  he sham bled  through th e  tow n ,
A lo v e le s s  e x ile  moving w ith  a s ta ff;
And o ften tim es th e re  c rep t in to  h is  ea rs  
A sound  of a lie n  p ity , to u ch ed  w ith  t e a r s , —
And th e n  (and only then) d id  Aaron la u g h .
Trie d e sc rip tio n  of Aaron in  th e  o c tav e  is  p a rtic u la rly  im p re ss iv e
w ith  i ts  p re c ise  d e ta ils ;  in  a d d itio n , th e  lin e s  move w ith  an  in c e s s a n t
h a rd n e ss ; "The w ords in  th e  o c tav e  th a t  d e sc rib e  him a re  a s  hard  a s
/
th e  money he w o rsh ip s ."^®  The sim ile  of h is  ey es  com pared to  " l i t t le
^ B a r n a r d ,  p .  66.
/
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d o lla rs  in  th e  dark" not only m arks Aaron a s  a m iser but a ls o  su g g e s ts  
th e  au ra  of p e rso n a l d a rk n ess  th a t su rrounds th e  m an. The com parison  
of Aaron to  a  dog is  made s trik in g  in  th e  b r ill ia n t line  th a t  c lo s e s  th e  
o c ta v e .
After th e  o c tav e  p ic tu re s  a man thoroughly  d e s p ic a b le , th e  s e s te t  
a ttem p ts  bo th  to  re in fo rce  th is  p o rtra it and  to  le t  th e  rea d e r know su b tly  
th a t Aaron is  a ls o  a c a s e  for p ity . The f ir s t  lin e  o f the  s e s te t  c a l ls  
a tte n tio n  to  h is  "hard  renow n"; th e  w ord "hard" seem s to  be  fu n c ­
tio n a lly  am b ig u o u s, m eaning on one le v e l h is  h e a r t le s s  q u a lity  and  on 
ano ther th e  p e rso n a l d ifficu lty  th a t  h is  im age h o ld s  for h im . H ow ever, 
i t  i s  w ith  " lo v e le s s  e x i l e , " tw o w ords w hich  s tr ik e  th e  re a d e r a s  being  
m oving, th a t th e  read er i s  to  fe e l p ity  ra th e r  th a n  scorn  for A aron, 
a  man w ho m oves w ith  a  s ta f f .  The s ta ff  a ls o  su g g e s ts  th a t Aaron h as a 
p h y s ic a l a ff l ic tio n , a read ing  a n tic ip a te d  by th e  p rev ious l in e .in  w hich  
th e  verb "sham bled" is  em ployed to  re fe r to  A aron 's m anner of w alk ing  
through  th e  to w n . But th e  poem ends on a  no te  of h a rd n ess  th a t i s  in  
keep ing  w ith  th e  tone  of th e  o c ta v e . It i s  a lm ost as  i f  th e  sp eak e r
caugh t h im se lf fee ling  p ity  for th e  m iser in  perhaps a moment of w e a k -
/
n e ss  (or s tre n g th ) . H ow ever, th e  s p e a k e r 's  s a rc a s t ic  re fe ren ce  to  
A aron 's la u g h , em phasized  by th e  u se  of p a re n th e s is , dem ands th a t 
th e  read e r a t th e  end i s  not to  fe e l p ity  for A aron.
"The C le rk s"
I
Ju s t s ix  sho rt poem s rem oved from "Aaron S tark" in  th e  C o lle c te d  
Poem s is  "The C le rk s ,"  (90) a  sonnet in  w h ich  R ob inson 's s e n s e  of 
co m p assio n  for h is  fellow  man is  now here e q u a le d . The sp e a k e r , ag a in  
R obinson, h a s  re tu rned  to  a  p la c e  w here  he had  not b een  for an  u n d is ­
c lo se d  period  of tim e . He m eets th e  sam e c le rk s , now firm ly im plan ted  
in  th e ir  w a y s , whom he had  known y e a rs  ago w hen they  w ere  young and 
w hen  th e y
dream ed of w hen young blood 
W as in  th e ir  c h ee k s  and  w om en c a lle d  them  fa ir .
A lthough th e  c le rk s  m eet him w ith  "an  a n c ie n t a ir"  and a  "shop -w orn
bro therhood" th e  sp e a k e r c la im s th a t
th e  men w ere  ju s t  a s  g o o d ,
And ju s t  a s  hum an a s  th ey  ev er w e re .
R ob inson 's  p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  th e  c le rk s  ends w ith  th e  o c ta v e .
The s e s te t  i s  in  th e  form of p re sc rip tio n  and le v e le d  at
you th a t ach e  so  much to  be su b lim e ,
And you th a t  feed  y o u rse lv es  w ith  your d e s c e n t .
The " y o u ,"  c o lle c tiv e ly , re fe rs  to  p o e ts  and  k ings m entioned in  th e  
fourth lin e  of th e  s e s t e t .  H ow ever, th e  sp e ak e r  probably  a ls o  had in  
mind any and  a l l  in  th e  w orld  w ho seek  o u t, and  have an  a b s tra c t  c o n ­
cep t o f , g r e a tn e s s .  Time em erges a s  th e  fo rce  w ith  w hich  a l l  m en, 
re g a rd le ss  of s ta t io n , renow n, b ir th , p re te n tio n s , ta le n t ,  and  so 
fo rth , have to  co n ten t: "P oets and k in g s a re  bu t th e  c le rk s  of T im e."  
The s e s te t  c lo s e s  im p re ss iv e ly , w ith  a l l  m en, from c le rk s  to  k in g s ,
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Tiering th e  sam e du ll w eb s of d isc o n te n t,
C lipp ing  th e  sam e sad  a ln ag e  of th e  y e a r s .
Up u n til th e  l a s t  tw o lin e s  of th e  so n n e t, th e  read er is  unaw are
of th e  sp e c if ic  na tu re  of th e  jo b s  the. c le rk s  h o ld . He know s only th a t
th ey  work in  a sh o p , a fac to ry  of som e s o r t . H ow ever m etaphorical
th e  c lo s in g  l in e s  a re ,  th e  im agery of tie r in g  w ebs and  c lipp ing  a ln ag e
in d ic a te s  th a t th e  c le rk s  w ork in  a te x t i le  m ill; th is  know ledge is
in s tru m en ta l for th e  read e r to  reco g n ize  th e  p a rtic u la r  b r illia n c e  th a t
R obinson h im se lf h a s  w oven in to  th e  fab ric  of th e  poem . C ritic s  have
b e en  qu ick  to  reco g n ize  th e  v a lu e  of th e  poem . For e x am p le , W in ters
17c a l ls  i t  a  m as te rp iece  bu t s a y s  nothing e ls e  about i t .  Both Neff and 
Herm ann H agedorn , th e  p o e t 's  b io g rap h er, no te  re s p e c tiv e ly  th e  poem 's 
"sim p lic ity  c o n cea lin g  art"*® and i t s  "d ec e p tiv e  sim plicity"*®  bu t fa il 
to  come to  g rip s to ta l ly  w ith  "The C le rk s"  a s  a  se lf -c o n ta in e d  e n ti ty .
"The G row th of 'L o rra in e '"
In  th e  1902 e d itio n .o f  C a p ta in  C ra ig , on ly  one of th e  sh o rte r 
poem s, "The G row th of 'L o rra in e , '"  (191-192) s ta n d s  out a s  a s in g u la r 
ach iev e m e n t. The poem c o n s is ts  o f tw o so n n e ts  concern ing  a wom an
17
W in te rs , p . 5 .
*8N eff, p . 70 .
*9H agedorn , p .  99 .
/
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nam ed L orra ine, who w as a  p ro s titu te  or a t le a s t  prom iscuous and who 
com m its s u ic id e . There i s  a tim e la p s e  b e tw een  th e  s o n n e ts ,  th e  
du ra tion  of w h ich  is  unknow n, and both a re  spoken  by a man who 
knew Lorraine and  w h o , i t  a p p e a rs , once w an ted  to  marry h e r .
The f irs t  sonnet b eg in s  w hen  Lorraine is  b reak ing  w h a tev e r
I ■
t ie s  th e re  a re  b e tw een  h e rs e lf  and  th e  sp e a k e r . A pparen tly , he h a s
tr ie d ,  to  no a v a i l ,  to  conv ince  Lorraine to  g ive  up som ething (at th is
po in t he r p rom iscu ity  i s  not known to  th e  re a d e r ) . She te l l s  him th a t
"Some c re a tu re s  a re  born fo rtu n a te , and  som e 
Are born to  be found out and  overcom e, —
Bom to  be s l a v e s , to  le t  th e  re s t  go free ;
And if  I 'm  one of them  (and I m ust be)
You may a s  w e ll fo rget me and go hom e."
Lorraine b e lie v e s  firm ly th a t  he r co n d itio n  is  co n g en ita l and th a t  she
i s  a s la v e  to  th e  p a ss io n  (w hatever so  far i t  i s ) . There i s  a su g g e s tio n
in  th e s e  l in e s  th a t  her problem  is  s e x u a l , but only a  su g g e s tio n . The
an tip o d a l s ta te s  of s la v e ry  and freedom  provide an  in te rp re tiv e  p roblem .
The p h ra s e , " 'to  le t  th e  r e s t  go f r e e , '"  cou ld  b e  read  in  a  s a c r if ic ia l
co n tex t; th a t i s ,  o ther wom en are  f re e , in  som e r e s p e c t ,  b e c a u se  s h e ,
and o th e rs  lik e  h e r , a re  being  s a c r if ic e d  on th e  a lta r  of s la v e ry . O r,
in  a  se x u a l s e n s e ,  th e  c la u s e  cou ld  m ean th a t her body go es free;
f
th a t i s ,  s h e , and o th ers  lik e  h e r , subm it w illin g ly  to  men a n d , c o n ­
se q u e n tly , a re  s la v e s  to  th e  se x u a l p a s s io n  and th e  men th a t keep  
them .
i
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In  th e  s e s te t  Lorraine s ta te s  th a t " 'I  shou ld  never try  to  be 
c o n te n t '"  and  th a t  " 'I 'v e  gone too  far; th e  l ife  w ould be  too  s lo w . '"
It i s  a t th is  po in t th a t th e  rea d e r becom es aw are of th e  abnorm al 
se x u a l p a s s io n s  th a t b ind  h e r . She th e n  c o n tin u es  th a t
"Some cou ld  have  done i t — som e g ir ls  have th e  stu ff;
But I c a n 't  do i t :  I d o n 't know e n o u g h ."
I l
T hese  seem ing ly  sim ple  lin e s  a re  re a lly  q u ite  p ro b lem atic . On th e  
su rface  it  a p p ea rs  that. Lorraine is  adm itting  th a t sh e  i s  so  fa r s te e p e d  
in  th is  life  of s in  th a t sh e  i s  unab le  to  e x tr ic a te  h e rs e lf ,  th a t  pe rh ap s 
she  is  igno ran t to  th e  po in t of being  unab le  to  do any th ing  e l s e .  How­
e v e r , ano ther read ing  i s  p o s s ib le .  The th ird  l in e  of th e  s e s te t  ends 
w ith  a period; a  co lon  ends th e  seco n d  l in e ,  and th e re  is  a  sem ico lon  
p a u se  w ith in  th e  third.. One w ould  e x p e c t, w ith  th is  g ram m atica l 
s tru c tu re  e s ta b l is h e d , th a t  a s e r ie s  of c la u s e s  se p a ra te d  by se m i­
co lons w ould  fo llo w . S ince  a period  i s  u s e d , th e  read er h a s  th e  righ t 
to  assu m e th a t a  new tra in  of thought may em erge . If th is  i s  th e  c a s e  
th en  th e  l in e s  in  q u e s tio n  co u ld  read  in  p a rap h rase  som ething  lik e  th is :  
som e g i r l s , b e c a u se  of th e ir  m ental and p h y s ic a l n a tu re s , a re  a b le  to  
endure (and probably  enjoy) a prom iscuous life ; bu t L orra ine, b e c a u se  
of h e r m ak e-u p , sim ply canno t ta k e  th e  dem ands e x ac te d  upon h e r .
The c la u s e ,  " 'I  d o n 't know e n o u g h ,'"  cou ld  m ean a ls o  th a t she h as  an
I • .
in s a tia b le  hunger for se x u a l know ledge . Read in  th is  w a y , th e  s e s t e t ,  
th e n , po rtrays a  wom an who i s  caugh t in  a  s i tu a tio n , th e  pa th o s of 
w h ich  r e s ts  in  h e r in a b ility  to  rec o n c ile  co n flic tin g  te n s io n s — on th e
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one s id e ,  h e r p h y s ic a l and m ental w e a k n e s s e s ,  on th e  o ther s id e , 
he r c a rn a l n e e d s . The s e s te t  ends d ram atica lly  w ith  Lorraine 
ex la im ing  th a t sh e  i s  " 'g o in g  to  th e  d e v i l , t o  w h ich  th e  sp eak e r 
r e p l i e s , "And she  w e n t ."
The su b s ta n c e  of th e  second  sonnet co n ce rn s a le t te r  th a t  the  
sp e a k e r re c e iv e s  from L orra ine, in  w hich sh e  s ta te s  th a t w hen he 
finds i t ,  sh e  w ill a lread y  be  d e a d . H er le t te r ,  of c o u rs e , i s  her 
su ic id e  n o te . The sp e ak e r adm its th a t n e ith e r  su rp rise  nor g rie f  took 
ho ld  of him  w hen h e rread  h er n o te . In  th e  n o te , she  te l l s  th a t she
I
to o k , not o n e , w hich  w as su f f ic ie n t, but fiv e  drops of po ison ; th is  w as 
no h a lf -h e a r te d  a ttem pt a t s e lf -d e s tru c t io n .
It i s  in te re s tin g  to  no te  th a t Lorraine a d d re s s e s  th e  sp e ak e r a s  
"friend" tw ice  in  th e  seco n d  s o n n e t , a lthough  th e  ex ten t of th e ir  
re la tio n sh ip  is  never made e x p lic itly  c le a r .  She know s th a t  th e  
sp e ak e r w ill  not mind if  sh e  a d d re sse s  him a s  fr ie n d , " 'F o r I w ould  
have you g lad  th a t I s t i l l  k e e p /  Your m em ory .'"  The fac t th a t he is  
th e  re c ip ie n t of he r su ic id e  no te  in d ic a te s  c e rta in ly  th a t th e ir  p a s t 
re la tio n sh ip  w as c e rta in ly  more th a n  ju s t  on a purely  p h y s ic a l b a s i s .
The l a s t  th re e  l in e s  of th e  seco n d  sonnet rev e a l pow erfully  
Lorraine.'s em otional and  p h y s ic a l s ta te s  a t th e  tim e of her d e a th .
She w as '" Im p en iten t, s ic k ,  s h a tte re d " ';  how ever, she  cou ld  no t 
even  th en
"cu rse
The love  th a t f l in g s , for b e tte r  or for w o rse ,
This w o rn -o u t, c a s t -o u t  f le sh  of mine to  s le e p ."
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So she  c a l ls  her se x u a l p a s s io n s  her love and w ith  the  e x p re ss io n  " 'fo r 
b e tte r  or for w o rse '"  even  su g g e s ts  th a t she  w as m arried to  th e se  very
p a s s io n s . I th ink  i t  s ig n if ic a n t th a t  her d e a th  w as no t o c ca s io n ed  by
/
any s e n s e  of rem o rse , sh am e, or g u ilt , but ra th e r by her g e n e ra l d e ­
g en era te  p h y s ic a l co n d itio n . Barnard n o tes  in  L o rra ine 's  l a s t  w ords
I
"som ething  of the  q u a lity  of H am le t's  'th e  r e s t  is  s i l e n c e '— som ething
of re l ie f  th a t  the  tem p estu o u s voyage a c ro ss  a se a  of tro u b le s  a t  la s t  is
end ing , and  som ething  of ce rtitu d e  th a t in  th e  u n d isco v ered  country
20beyond th ere  w ill a t  l a s t  be p e a c e . " N eff, I th in k , com plete ly  m isse s  
th e  po in t in  h is  a n a ly s is  of L o rra ine 's  mind: " . . .  th e  memory of her 
lo v e r 's  fa ith  in  her g iv es  a t  len g th  the  courage w hich  re s c u e s  her from
I
21d e g ra d a tio n . I t  w as L o rra in e 's  tim e to  s le e p  and  sh e  d ie s  im p en iten t.
»
To som e re a d e rs , the  m eaning of "The Growth of 'L o rra in e '"  
could  be obscu red  by th e  cu rious t i t l e .  The read e r a s k s ,  and  righ tly  
so , "How has Lorraine grow n? " and "W hat i s  the  na tu re  of th is  grow th? " 
Before th e s e  q u e s tio n s  can  be exam ined , i t  i s  w e ll to  keep  in  mind 
th a t th e  t i t le  should  be read  in  lig h t of the  sp eak e r; th a t  i s  to  him 
L orra ine 's  d ea th  by su ic id e  re p re se n ts  g row th . He tried  to  convince
I
her to  renounce  her life  of p rom iscu ity ; he w as n e ith e r  su rp rised  nor 
g rieved  w hen he lea rn ed  of her death ; he w as no t a t  a l l  sym pathe tic
2^B am ard , p . 67.
21Neff ,  p .  121.
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toward her way of l i f e ,  and probably her dea th  by su ic id e  meant to  
him a co n q u es t  by her  over the  enem y, her abnorm ality . This would 
acc o u n t  for her strong s ta tem en ts  a t  the  end th a t  she  fe l t  no re a l  
s e n s e  of g u ilt  for her p rom iscu ity  and for her rem arks in  the  f i r s t  
so n n e t th a t  her  p a s s io n s  were beyond her ra t io n a l  con tro l.
"The Growth of 'L orra ine '"  i s  a poignant l i t t le  dram a, in  which 
the  read e r  com prehends more of the  s i tu a t io n  th an  the  sp e ak e r .  In h is  
ea rly  work on Robinson, C harles  C es tre  reco g n izes  the  power of th e  
double  sonnet: "It i s  m arvellous th a t  so  much te r ro r ,  p ity  and tru th  
can  be e n c lo se d  in  so  l i t t le  s p a c e — and e x p re ssed  so  po ignan tly .
In order to  in te re s t  a ’re a d e r ,  a  poet must draw him in to  the  poem. 
Robinson does th is  by w ithholding the  nature  of L orra ine 's  p a s s io n s  
and by le t t in g  the  read er  lea rn  of the s i tu a t io n  s tep  by s t e p . The 
rea d e r  a ls o  is, curious abou t the  t ie s  th a t  bind Lorraine and the 
speaker;  th is  he comes to  learn  slow ly  but he is  never to ld  i t  d i re c t ly .  
N either i s  he ever  to ld ,  in  so  many w ords , th a t  Lorraine is  p rom iscuous . 
"The Growth of 'L orra ine '"  i s  not a t  a l l  o b sc u re ,  but there  i s  a  ce r ta in
i
reader  p lea su re  in  filling  in  the  pa rts  of the p u z z le .
I su g g e s t  th a t  th is  poem i s  ano ther in  the  Robinson canon of
/
co m p a ss io n .  He is  not preaching  e ithe r  fo r  or a g a in s t  su ic ide  but he 
is  try ing  to  convince  the  read er  th a t  even  th is  p a rt icu la r  lowly p ro s ti tu te
^ C e s t r e ,  p .  15.
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dem ands unders tand ing  and c o m p a ss io n .  Robinson does th is  not only 
through w ha t Lorraine h a s  to  say  on her own b eh a lf  but a lso  through
i
th e  apparen t la c k  of both  unders tand ing  and com pass io n  on th e  part 
of th e  sp e a k e r .  H is in ab il i ty  to  com prehend u ndersco res  R ob inson 's  
them e of th e  n e c e s s i ty  of c o m p a ss io n .  The t a b l e s ,  in  a  s e n s e ,  are 
tu rned  in  th is  poem; and  th e  re a d e r ,  i f  he i s  in  a mood for sc o rn ,  
condem ns th e  sp e a k e r ,  not Lorraine, for h is  b l in d n e ss  and re su l t in g  
ind iffe ren t b eh av io r .  In the  f irs t  l in e  of the  poem , Robinson has  th e  
sp eak e r  c a l l  h im se lf  " d isc re e t ly  dumb"; and th is  i s  the  frame of re fe r ­
en ce  in  w hich  th e  reader  shou ld  ta k e  h im .
i
"The W hip"
In The Town Down th e  R iver , R ob inson 's  1910 volum e, four of 
th e  sho rte r  poems are e x c e l le n t  and w e l l  worth c lo s e  exam ina tion .
The f irs t  of t h e s e ,  "The W h ip ,"  (338-339) h as  o c ca s io n ed  much c o n -i
t ro v e rsy .  In 1923 Robinson w rote  the  following to  C arl J .  W eber c o n ­
cerning th is  poem;
I hardly  know w hat to  say  about "The W h ip ,"  excep t th a t  i t  
i s  sup posed  to  be a l i t e ra l  and not a f igura tive  in s tru m en t.
In th i s  poem —not to  m ention a  few o th e r s—I may have gone 
a l i t t l e  too far and g iv en  the  read er  too  much to  c a r ry . If he 
re fu se s  to  carry  i t ,  perhaps  I have  only m yself to  b la m e . ^
^ I n c l u d e d  in  a  le t te r  w ri t te n  by C arl J .  W eber to  W illiam  Rose 
B end t, e d . ,  "The Phoenix  N e s t , " The Saturday Review of L ite ra tu re , 
XXVI (April 17, 1943), p .  54 .
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Id en tif ica tio n  of the  c h a rac te rs  m entioned by the  sp eak e r  and  the  b a s ic  
nature  of th e  s i tu a t io n  from w hich  th e  co n fl ic t  a r i s e s  have b e e n  the 
ch ie f  o b jec ts  of in te rp re ta t io n .  To sa y  the  l e a s t ,  th e  poem has  
bo thered  many r e a d e r s .2^ Of "The W h ip ,"  W in te rs  s a y s :  "The in d ire c ­
t io n  of s ta te m e n t ,  a ided  by w hat one might c a l l  a more or l e s s  m eta ­
p h y s ic a l  to n e ,  r e s u l ts  in  p re tty  s u c c e s s fu l  o b sc u r i ty .  . . . The poem 
a c tu a l ly  d e a ls  w ith  a  b ru ta l  m elodram a. . . . "25 w h a t  W in te rs  h a s  to 
say  further w il l  be  d is c u s s e d  l a t e r ,  but in  term s of o b sc u r i ty ,  Neff i s  
in  agreem ent w ith  W in te rs  . 2®
2^To i l lu s t r a te  th e  ex ten t  to  w hich  "The W hip" h as  confused  
r e a d e r s ,  I in c lu d e  th is  in te rp re ta t io n ,  offered  obv iously  in  j e s t ,  w hich 
w as  in c luded  in  a le t te r  w r i t te n  by Ben Ray Redman, the  author of a 
1926 b o o k - len g th  study  of R obinson, to  W illiam  Rose Bendt, e d . , "The 
Phoenix  N e s t ,  " The Saturday  Review of L ite ra tu re , XXVI (February 20 , 
1943), 18: '
The poem r e la te s  to  the  p o e t 's  f i rs t  ven tu re  in to  th e  Stock M arket, 
shortly  a f te r  he came to  New York. The "sh ip"  i s  a  symbol for 
"m arg in"—th is  i s  th e  w hip th a t  a  broker ho lds over a custom er who 
i s  trad ing  on m arg in .  The " sh e "  of th e  poem is  the  broker in to  w hose  
hands Robinson f e l l .  (He exp la ined  the  su b s ti tu io n  of "she"  for "he" 
a s  "at once  a  p o e tic  n e c e s s i ty  and  a neo-R om antic  w h im ." )  "She struck  
the  b l o w , /  You but a neck  b eh in d .  . . . 11 i . e . . The broker so ld  Robinson 
o u t ,  a f te r  he had rep e a te d ly  put up more m argin , and  w a s  in  th e  very  ac t  
of answ ering  th e  f ina l c a l l .  The "coffin" i s  bankruptcy; th e  "clod" i s  
the  C iv il  S e rv ice . The " ro se s "  are  a dozen  American b e a u t i e s , found 
by Robinson in  an  a s h - c a n  on 4th S t re e t ,  and  g iven  to  him by a g irl  
whom he p layfu lly  c a l le d  "the w ave"  becau se , she  w a s  a lw ays h ap p ie s t  
following th e  f l e e t . . . . The "lover" w as  the  la te  Anthony C om stock , 
and  th e  o b jec t  of h is  lo v e ,  unm entioned in  th e  poem , i s ,  o b v iou s ly , 
pornography p la in  and fan c y . . . .
25w in ters , p . 45 .
26N e f f , p .  157.
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The poem i s  to ld  by a  sp e a k e r  who h a s  no obvious co nnec tion
w ith  th e  drama in  w h ich  th e  c h a ra c te rs  a re  in v o lv e d . The reader
lea rn s  in  the  f i r s t  s ta n z a  th a t  he  i s  ad d re ss in g  a man who i s  in  a
coffin  and who i s  soon  to  be  b u r ied . The f irs t  four l in e s  of the  poem
c o n s is t  of a  c a ta lo g u e  of th e  in ju s t ic e s  th a t  th e  man had  apparen tly
su ffe red . H ow ever, th ere  i s  no e x p lic i t  re fe rence  g iv en  a t  th i s  point
for th e  re a so n s  for h is  suffering:
THE doubt you fought so  long 
The cyn ic  ne t you c a s t ,
The ty ra n n y , th e  w ro n g ,
The ru in ,  they  are  p a s t .
The rem ainder of th e  f irs t  s ta n z a  informs the  read e r  of th e  m an 's  p re se n t
co n d it io n . One line  s u g g e s t s ,  bu t only s u g g e s t s , th a t  h is  torment w a s
c a u se d  by h is  re la t io n sh ip  w ith  a  woman: "Your b lood no longer v e x e d . "
In th e  secon d  s ta n z a ,  th e  sp e ak e r  t e l l s  th e  man not to  fea r  the
clod  or "ever doubt th e  g r a v e . " The im p lica tion  here  i s  th a t  in  dea th
the  man ce r ta in ly  w il l  have  more p eace  th a t  w a s  h is  lo t in  l i f e .  This
point i s  p icked  up in  th e  follow ing two l in e s ,  in  w tu c h ,  a ls o ,  the
f i r s t  hin t of th e  m eans of h is  d ea th  is  g iven :
The ro se s  and  the  sod 
W ill  not fo rsw ear th e  w a v e .
By h is  u se  of th e  word " g i f t , "  i t  i s  obvious in  the  following tw o l in e s
th a t  the  sp eak e r  fee ls  th a t  d e a th  w as  th e  most favorab le  so lu tio n  to
the  m an 's  problem:
The gift the  r iv e r  gave  
Is  now but th e i r s  to  co v e r .
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And here the  apparen t m eans of dea th  i s  v e r if ied .  The pronoun " th e irs"
refers  back  to  "The ro se s  and  the so d .  " In th e  l a s t  two l in e s  of the
second  s t a n z a , th e  o ther c h a rac te rs  in  th is  drama are  in troduced  and
th e  s i tu a t io n  lead ing  to  dea th  i s  g iven  minimal e luc ida tion :
The m is tre ss  and the  s la v e  
Are gone now, and th e  lov er .
Q u e s t io n s  a r is e  here  w hich  demand in v es tig a t io n :  W ho are the
m is t r e s s ,  the  s la v e ,  and the  lov er ,  and w hat w as  th e  re la tio n sh ip  of
th e s e  th ree  people  to  each  o th e r?  If  the  sy n tax  of th e  l a s t  two l in e s
i s  read in  con junc tion  w ith  th a t  of th e  f irs t  tw o l in e s  of the  th ird
s ta n z a ,
You le f t  the  two to  find 
Their own way to the b r in k ,
then  a  l inking  of th e  m is tre ss  and s la v e  to g e th e r  seem s in e v i ta b le .
C o n seq u en tly ,  the  lover must be the  man aw aiting  b u r ia l .  The point
i s  never s e t t le d  w he ther  the  lover and  th e  m is tre ss  w e re ,  in  f a c t ,
m arried. W in ters  s ta te s  th a t  de fin ite ly  a man and w ife  re la t io n sh ip
9 7e x is te d  be tw een  the  tw o . The sp e a k e r 's  opening remarks in  the  
poem in d ic a te  th a t  the  lover  h a d ,  for a long t im e ,  been  su b je c t  to 
doubt, ty ran ny , and  so  forth; th e re fo re ,  a marriage reading seem s
i
ce rta in ly  l e g i t im a te .
R obinson 's  ch o ice  of l a b e l s —the  m is t re s s ,  th e  s la v e ,  and  the  
lo v er— may see ip , a t  f i r s t ,  to  be curious and a rb itra ry . H ow ever, i f
^ W i n t e r s ,  p .  46 .
th e  reader  b ears  in  mind th a t  the word "tyranny" i s  u sed  to  d escr ibe  
one of the  p re s su re s  a t  work on th e  lo v er ,  R ob inson 's  cho ice  becom es 
e a s i ly  u n d e rs tan d a b le .  Any man under th is  p a rt icu la r  w om an 's  s p e l l ,  
so  to  sp e a k ,  according  to th e  obse rva tion s  of the  sp e a k e r ,  i s  under 
a ty rann ica l  r u l e . This exp la ins  why the  man w ith  whom the  woman 
le ft  i s  c a l le d  the  s la v e  and why the  woman i s  c a l le d  the  m is tre ss ;  
she  is  the  m is tre ss  of body and soul over her man, w hoever he may 
b e ,  w henever i t  may b e .  A pparently , the  sp eak e r  b e l ie v e s  th a t  only 
m isfortune can  come from a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  her; the  lo v e r 's  d ea th  and 
"Their own way to  the  brink" a t t e s t  to  t h i s .
So far in  the  poem the  reader can  only conclude  th a t  the  lover
has committed su ic id e ;  the re  has b een  no su g g e s t io n  of any o ther
means of d e a th .  And the sp eak e r  s t a t e s ,  "You le f t .  . . . , "  which
can  only be in te rp re ted  as an  ac t of vo lit ion  on th e  part of the  lover .
This point i s  g iven  further v a lid ity  in  th e  fourth line, of the  th ird  s ta n z a
"You ch o se  to  plunge and s in k . "  However, in  the  p reced ing  l in e ,  the
sp eak e r  in troduces  a new a t t i tu d e ;  he  q u e s t io n s  the  va lue  of the
h u sb a n d 's  su ic id e  by s ta t in g ,  "T h e n - -sh a l l  I c a l l  you b l in d ? "  The
speaker  here seem s to  be con trad ic ting  the  a tt i tu d e  he e x p re s s e s  in
the  second  s ta n z a .  The rem aining l in e s  of the  th ird  s ta n z a  se rve  to
reinforce  the  new a tt i tude :
God knows th e  g a ll  we drink 
Is  not the  mead we cry for,
Nor w as  i t ,  I should th in k —
For y o u —a th ing  to  die for.
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This apparen t con trad ic tion  c an  be c le a re d  up fairly  e a s i l y . The
a tt i tude  tha t  the  sp eaker e x p re s s e s  in the  second  s ta n z a  i s ,  in
re a l i ty ,  the  one he p ro jec ts  in to  the  lover; th a t  i s ,  th is  i s  the  way
the  lover must fee l  about his own d e a th .
In the  fourth s ta n z a ,  the  speake r  u se s  the c o llec t iv e  "we" in s te a d
of the  f irs t  person  point of v iew . He a sk s :
Could we have done the  same 
Had we been  in  your p la c e ?
And so far the  read er  has the  right only to assum e tha t  the  q u es t io n
invo lves ju s t  a w illfu l act of death  w ith no ex tenuating  c irc u m s ta n c e s .
The speake r  c o n tin u es :
This funeral of your name 
Throws no light on the  c a s e .
The word " c a s e "  in troduces a new e lem ent in to  the dram a, and  the
sp eak e r  p icks th is  up im m ediately in the following two l in e s :
Could we have  made the  c h a s e ,
And felt then  a s  you f e l t?
So now a c h a se  of some sort i s  re la te d  to  the t r iang le  of m is t r e s s ,
s la v e ,  and lo v er .  The c lo s in g  l in e s  of th is  s ta n z a  in troduce  ye t ano ther
tw is t  to  the  drama:
But w h a t 's  th is  on your fa c e ,
Blue, cu r io u s ,  l ik e  a w e l t?
At th is  point it is  w e ll  to  remember th a t  the  t i t l e  of the  poem is  "The
W hip" and th a t  nothing so  far has  anything to do w ith  a w h ip . Although
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the  whip is  the  in s tru m en t,  the  reader does not know who adm in is te red  
the  b low .
The final s ta n z a  beg ins w ith a pa ir  of unu sua l  im ages :
There w ere  some ropes of sand  
Recorded long ago ,
But none, I u n d e rs tan d ,
Of w a te r .  Is  it  so ?
T hese  l in e s  have to refe r back  to the  "Blue, cu rious"  mark on the  face
of the  lo v e r .  In his poem "The C o l la r , " G eorge Herbert em ploys the rope
of sand  f igu re , and perhaps th is  is  the  re fe rence  the sp eak e r  h a s  in
mind. H ow ever, the ro p e , I fe e l ,  must be read  in con ju nc tion  with th e
whip; the  sp eak e r  i s  ask ing  how could  the mark be th e re ?  He is  w illing
to admit th a t  a rope of sa n d , however th e o re t ic a l ,  cou ld  presum ably
leav e  a w e l t ,  but he knows of no way in w hich the lover cou ld  have
rece iv ed  the  mark in  the  w a te r .  I th in k ,  to o ,  th a t  th e  sp eak e r  here i s
being somewhat iro n ic .  The q u es tio n  in te r je c te d  in the  fourth line  of
the s ta n z a ,  "Is it  s o ? "  le a d s  the reader  to  b e liev e  th a t  e ithe r  the
sp eak e r  is  being a d d re s se d  by the  dead  man (the im plied narra tor method
of "Luke Havergal") or tha t the  speak er  is  vocaliz ing  h is  inductions;
th a t  i s , he is  putting toge ther  w hat s c a t te re d  ev idence  th ere  i s  about
the  drama and forming h is  own c o n c lu s io n s .  W hatever th e  c a s e  may b e ,
the  e x p lic i t  nature  of the  tragedy en ac ted  on the w a te r  i s  becoming
c le a re r  and c le a re r .
The fifth and s ix th  l in e s  of the  final s ta n z a  are  ins trum enta l in  
so lv ing  the  m ystery:
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And s h e — she  s truck  the  b low ,
You but a neck beh ind . . .
The c h a s e  invo lved  the  lover in pursu it  on one ho rse  and  the  m is tre ss
and the  s l a v e ,  e i th e r  on one horse  or on se p a ra te  o n e s ,  fleeing from
him. At th is  p o in t ,  in  order to  exem plify  the  d if f ic u l t ie s  tha t "The
W hip" has p re sen te d  to  Robinson s tu d e n ts ,  I am inc lud ing  se v e ra l
com m entaries on how the  poem m ean s . R hetorica lly  and  d is c u rs iv e ly ,
C e s tre  d i s c u s s e s  the genu ine  need  for the  read e r  to approach  th is  poem
w ithout in d o len ce  or c a r e l e s s n e s s .  Then, m is tak en ly ,  he reads "The
W hip" a s  a tr ip le  s u ic id e —the h u sb an d , h is  w ife ,  and her lover (the
s l a v e ) . And he s e t s  th is  q u e s t io n  before the  reader:  "Is not th is
mysterious mark like  a w h ip -s tro k e  dea lt  by some unknown a g e n c y ? .  . .
It w as  not the  w e lt  of a p h y s ic a l  b low . W as it  a wound in f lic ted  by sp ir i t
9 fton s p i r i t?  Pathos and mystery meet in  th is  sym bol. ° W in ters  is  the
next c r i t ic  to  take  on "The W hip":
We are  g iven  a man and w ife  and the  w ife 's  lo v e r .  The h usband  
had long su s p e c te d  h is  w i f e 's  f id e l i ty ,  but had  fought th e  s u s ­
p ic io n . The th ree  are  in  some fash ion  tipped  out from th e  boat 
in a river-, perhaps from the  same b o a t .  . . .  As the  th ree  are 
about to emerge to  s a fe ty ,  the  w ife  turns and s t r ik e s  her husband  
a c ro s s  the  face; and recognizing  the  ce r ta in ty  of w hat he had 
before s u s p e c te d ,  he c h o o ses  to  s ink  ra the r  th an  sav e  h im self  
and face  h is  t ra g e d y . All of the  n e c e s s a ry  inform ation is  g iven  
us in  p retty  c le a r  s ta te m e n ts ;  but it  is  g iven  fragm entarily , and 
in te rsp e rse d  w ith comments w hich are l ike ly  to  be m is lead ing , 
and in  a tone  w hich i s  m is lead ing  .29
2® Cestre , pp. 5 0 -5 2 .  
29W i n t e r s , p .  46 .
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Henry P e t t i t ,  in  one of the  e a r l ie s t  read ings  of the  poem, has c h a ra c ­
t e r i s t i c a l ly  m is in te rp re ted  th e  s i tu a t io n :  "My own g u e ss  is  th a t  th is  
i s  a t r ia n g le  poem in  w hich  one of the  l o v e r s , having ou ts tr ipped  the 
o ther , i s  sp ecu la tin g  on the  dea th  of th e  la t te r  w hen  he i s  suddenly  
shocked  a t the  dawning su sp ic io n  he h im self  a s  the  survivor may have 
w on a pyrrhic v ic to ry —p o ss ib ly  meant to  imply on a u n iv ersa l  s c a le  that 
a  lo v e r 's  co n q ues t  i s  in ev itab ly  an  e n s la v e m e n t .  "30 In 1947 W illiam  
Rose Bendt h it on the  right in te rp re ta t io n —h o r s e s . 31
On h is  horse  the  lover w as c lo s e  enough behind  the  m is tre ss  and 
her s la v e  so  tha t  she  w as  a b le  to  reach  behind  h e rs e l f  and la s h  him 
a c ro ss  th e  face  w ith  th e  w hip u se d  for urging the  horse  on . The lover 
fe l l  off h is  horse  (apparently  in  the  m ainstream  of the  river) and  p re ­
ferred d e a th  by drowning ra th e r  than  facing  th e  hard rea l i ty  of th e  s i tu a ­
tion; c o n se q u e n t ly ,  he made no a ttem pt to  sa v e  h im se lf .  It is  doubtful 
th a t  the  blow of th e  whip c a u se d  him to  lo se  contro l of h is  s e n s e s ,  for 
th e  sp eak e r  s t a t e s :  "You saw  the  r iver  flow  ."
The poem ends w ith a re i te ra t io n  of the  q u e s t io n :  "S ti l l ,  sh a l l  I 
c a l l  you b l in d ? "  W hen the  q u e s t io n  is  f irs t  p u t ,  the  word "Then" in s te a d  
of "S till"  i s  u s e d .  This in d ic a te s  th a t  the  sp eak e r  h a s  come to  the  
re a l iz a t io n  th a t  th e  lo v e r 's  su ic id e  w a s  not a s  sim ply m otivated  a s  it
^ H e n r y  P e t t i t ,  The E xp lica to r , I (April 1943), Item 50.
^ W i l l i a m  Rose Bendt, "The Phoenix  N e s t , "  The Saturday Review 
of L ite ra tu re , XXX (January 17, 1947), 32 .
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seem ed (no su ic id a l  a ttem pt is  s im ply m otiva ted , but re a so n s  for su ch  
may seem  c le a re r  in  some c a s e s  th an  in  o th e r s ) . In  th is  c a s e ,  the  
su ic ide  came a s  a re s u l t  of not only th e  in ab il i ty  of fac ing  th e  terrib le  
r e a l i ty ,  but it came a t  an extrem e moment of both em otional and  
p h y s ic a l  f renzy . This knowledge fina lly  c le a r ,  or a t  l e a s t  c le a re r ,  
to  th e  sp e a k e r ,  h is  a t t i tu d e  undergoes somewhat of a m etam orphosis .
He no longer i s  a s  c e r ta in  a s  he appea rs  to  be  in  the  th ird  s ta n z a  w hen 
he q u e s t io n s  th e  ap p ro p r ia te n ess  of the  lo v e r 's  d e a th .  Barnard rem arks 
tha t  w hen the  sp e ak e r  " s e e s  upon th e  drowned m an 's  face  the  m ark. . . 
he i s  d isp o se d  no longer to  condemn the  s u i c id e . " 22
"The W hip" i s  cer ta in ly  a  m as te rp iece  of m ystery  and  su b seq u en t 
re v e la t io n .  It i s  to R ob inson 's  c red i t  th a t  he has  both  th e  sp e ak e r  and 
the  read er  come to th e  rea liza tion  of w hat happened  to  th e  lover  at about 
the  same t im e . In f a c t ,  the  reader  perhaps lea rn s  ev en  e a r l ie r  s in c e  
he does have th e  t i t l e  upon w hich  to  w ork . On the  su b tle  s id e ,  to o ,  the  
l in e s  of the  poem crack  l ik e  a whip; each  l in e  i s  in  iam bic  te t ra m e te r ,  
and R obinson 's  ch o ice  of w o rd s ,  g enera lly  of the  one and  two sy l la b le  
v a r ie ty ,  he l 'ps the  l in e s  to  ach iev e  th e ir  w h ip - l ik e  v i ta l i ty .  A lso ,  the  
f irs t  s t a n z a ,  w ith  i t s  h a rsh ,  uncompromising words l ik e  " d o u b t ,"  
" c y n ic ,"  "w rong ,"  " ru in ,"  " v e x e d ,"  and " c o f f in ,"  e s ta b l i s h e s  a hard 
tone  th a t ,  w h ile  it i s  not rea l ly  su s ta in e d  throughout the  poem , shocks
22Barnard, p .  138.
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th e  reader  in to  im m ediate  a t te n t io n .  The l in e s  a lready  c i te d  te s t i fy  
to  the  ca re  w ith  w h ich  Robinson has  s e le c te d  h is  rh y m e s . In R ob inson 's  
most s u c c e s s fu l  sh o rte r  p o em s, h is  rhyme ch o ice  i s  im p e cc ab le .
Another in  h is  ch a in  of poems dealing  w ith  s u ic id e ,  "The W hip" 
w orks w ith in  a ty p ic a l  Robinson them atic  concern : th e  d ifficu lty  th a t  
peop le  have  in  knowing a cc u ra te ly  the  minds of o ther p e o p le . To ach iev e  
th is  en d , Robinson h a s  both  th e  sp e ak e r  and th e  reader lea rn  a t  app rox i­
m ately the  sam e tim e th e  c irc u m s ta n ce s  surrounding the  lo v e r 's  s u ic id e .  
By so  d o in g , th e  read e r  not only com prehends the  s i tu a t io n  but he a lso  
l e a rn s ,  in  e f fe c t ,  th a t  the  sp e ak e r  a t  th e  end r e a l ly  i s  not to ta l ly  aware; 
c o n se q u e n t ly ,  th e  motif of "The W hip" i s  g iv en  a tw o -fo ld  fo rce .  I do 
not th ink  th a t  Robinson i s  advo ca ting  su ic id e  a s  a v a lid  m eans of 
e sc a p e  from inexorab le  p ro b lem s , but he does w an t th e  reader  to  u n der­
s tand  the  fac to rs  th a t  le d  to  th e  a c t  an d , more im portan tly , the  a lm ost 
to ta l  im p o ss ib i l i ty  of to ta l  k now ledge , pa rt icu la rly  w here  such  know ­
ledge  is  v e iled  from p e rcep tio n  and su b seq u e n t  com prehension .
"How Annandale W ent Out"
"How Annandale W ent Out" (346) i s  a cu rious  sonnet in  w hich  
Robinson once  ag a in  d e l ib e ra te ly  w ithho lds  or d is g u is e s  inform ation for 
th e  p u rp o se ,  not of confusing  th e  re a d e r ,  but of making th e  im pact of th e  
poem on th e  read er  a s  powerful a s  he c a n .  Read in  th is  l ig h t ,  and t h i s ,
I subm it,  i s  how th is  poem ought to  be  r e a d ,  "How Annandale W en t Out"
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em erges a s  poignant e x p re ss io n .  David S .  N iv iso n , the  p o e t 's  g ra n d -
nephew , h as  th is  to  say  concern ing  R ob inson 's  method:
W hat he /R o b in s o n /  o ften  do es  in  c rea ting  a poem i s  to  p re sen t  
a few p i e c e s . . . w hich  could  be  f i t ted  in to  a number of 
d ifferen t s t o r i e s —and th en  to  s u g g e s t ,  c au tio u s ly  and  t e n t a ­
t iv e ly ,  the  d irec tion  our se a rc h  for an  unders tand ing  of them 
should  p ro ce ed .  This is  not a d e te c t iv e - s to ry  d e v ic e .  It 
p la c e s  us in  th e  s i tu a t io n  w e  are in  fac t  a lw ays in  w hen  we 
must a p p ra ise  people  and s i tu a t io n s  .33
The poem i s  spoken  by a man who c a l l s  h im self  " 'L ia r ,  p h y s ic ia n ,  
h y p o c ri te ,  and f r ien d '"  to  a man c a l le d  A nnandale . The f i rs t  l in e  of the  
sonnet s e e m s ,  on the  s u r fa c e ,  d e s ig n ed  to  confuse  th e  reader:  " 'They 
c a l le d  i t  A nnandale— and I w a s  t h e r e . '"  T h is ,  how ever, i s  far from th e  
c a s e .  The u se  of th e  neu ter  pronoun " it"  in  re fe rence  to  Annandale i s  
qu ite  in  l ine  w ith  the  d e sc r ip t io n  of him th a t  follow s in  th e  so n n e t .  In 
the  second  l in e ,  th e  sp e ak e r  co n tinu es  th a t  he w a s  the re  " 'To f lo u r ish , 
to find w o rd s ,  and to  a t t e n d . ' "  T hese are the  proper func tions  of a 
doctor c a l le d  to  the s ide  of a person  who i s  se r io u s ly  i l l .  He is  su p ­
p o sed  to  f lou rish  (to bring l ife  back  in to  a d is e a s e d  b o d y ) , to  find 
words (to ta lk  to  th e  sick  p e rso n ,  to  comfort th o se  who ca re  about him ), 
and to  a tten d  (to be, t h e r e ) . The th ird  line  of th e  s o n n e t , th e  one in  
w hich th e  sp eak e r  f lings upon h im self  such  a motly s e r ie s  of t i t l e s ,
33£>avid S . N iv iso n ,  "Does It M atte r How Annandale W ent 
O u t ? , "  Colbv Library Q u a r te r ly , S er ies  V (December 1960), 178.
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se rv es  to  in trod uce  th e  read e r  to  two th in g s :  (1) i t  c o n tra s ts  w ha t o thers
th ink he shou ld  do w ith  w hat he knows he i s  there_tp do; (2) it informs
the rea d e r  th a t  th e  sp eak e r  h a s  no high opin ion  of h im se lf  (we le a rn
la te r  on th a t  o thers  seem  to  sh a re  h is  s e l f - e s t im a t io n ) . In  the fourth
and fifth  l in e s ,  th e  sp eak e r  i ro n ica lly  a p p ra ise s  A n n an d a le 's  cond ition :
"I w a tch ed  hfm; and  the  s igh t w as  not so  fa ir  
As one or tw o th a t  I have  s e e n  e l s e w h e re ."
His d e l ib e ra te  underplaying of A n nand a le 's  cond ition  and  h is  avo idance  of
any d ia g n o s is  a ro u se  the r e a d e r 's  in te re s t  and draw him in to  th e  poem.
The doctor c o n tin u e s  that Annandale w a s  "'An appara tu s  not for me to
m e n d . I t  i s  a t  th is  point th a t  th e  rea so n  becom es c le a r  for the  neu ter
i
pronoun of the  f i r s t  l ine  be ing  u se d  in s te a d  of the  gram m atica lly  correct 
" h im ." W h a tev e r  h is  a ilm en t,  Annandale w as  in  su ch  b ad  cond ition  
th a t  h e ,  in  e f f e c t ,  had  c e a s e d  to  be a  human and had  becom e a th in g ,  
a t  l e a s t  in  th e  e y e s  of the  p h y s ic ia n .  This reading  is  ve rif ied  by the  
following l in e ,  in  w hich  A nnandale  i s  d e sc r ib ed  a s  "'A w re ck ,  w ith  
he ll  b e tw ee n  him and  the  e n d . ' "  The oc tave  c lo s e s  w ith  th is  s im ple  
unders ta tem en t:  " 'I  w as t h e r e . ' "
In th e  s e s t e t ,  w hich  is  in  th e  form of an  argum ent (direct ad d re ss  
to  a  sp e c i f ic  a u d ie n c e ) , th e  sp e a k e r  m akes c le a r  th e  c irc u m s ta n ce s  su r ­
rounding th e  s i tu a t io n .  H is  argum ent ta k e s  the  form of a  de fen se  for 
som ething th a t  he  did:
"I knew the  ru in  a s  I knew the  man;
So put the tw o to g e th e r ,  i f  you c a n ,
Remembering th e  w ors t  you know of m e .
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Now view  you rse lf  as  I w a s , on th e  s p o t—
W ith  a s ligh t k ind  of e n g in e .  Do you s e e ?
Like th is  . . . You w ou ldn 't  hang m e? I thought n o t ."
The doctor h a s  comm itted e u th a n as ia  and i s  p leading  h is  c a s e  p re ­
sum ably  before  a ju d g e .  I sa y  judge ra the r  than  jury s in c e  the  s ingu lar  
form "yourse lf"  i s  u sed  ra ther than  th e  p lural form. H is d e fe n se  is 
■simply th a t  Annandale w as in  such  p h y s ic a l  to rm ent, w ith  no hope at a l l  
of reco v ery , th a t  a mercy k illing  w as  in  o rder . The fac t  tha t Annandale 
w a s  a p e rso n a l  friend of the  sp eak e r  obviously  w eighed  in  favor of th e  
a c t .  A "s l ig h t  k ind  of eng ine" refers  to the  instrum ent of d e a th ,  a 
hypoderm ic n e e d le .  From th e  s p e a k e r 's  a t t i tu d e  a t  the  very end  of the  
so n n e t ,  he must have  been  a c q u i t te d .
The dev ice  th a t  makes th is  poem work s u c c e s s fu l ly  is  irony—a n  
irony tem pered  w ith  dry unders ta tem ent and e x p re sse d  in  the  ra ther f l ip  
a t t i tu d e  of the  sp e a k e r .  Here is  a s i tu a t io n  of the  most se r io u s  n a tu re ,  
and  ye t th e  sp eak e r  underp lays e v e ry th in g . Tension  is  g en e ra ted  through 
th i s  apparen t d isparity ;  the  reader  i s  com pelled  to  a sk ;  "Why i s  the 
doc tor p lead ing  h is  de fen se  in  th is  m anner?"  The an sw ers  seem  fairly  
e a s y .  The doctor does  not have  an in f la ted  p ic ture  of h im self; he c a l l s  
h im se lf  a l ia r  and a hypocrite ; and he t e l l s  the  judge to  remember the 
w ors t  he knows of him. P e rh ap s ,  th e n ,  h is  a tt i tu d e  i s  a mask that he  
w e a rs  to  p ro tec t h im se lf .  But I th ink  that there  i s  more to  i t  th an  t h a t .
I read  th e  d o c to r 's  u se  of irony , u n d ers ta tem en t,  and h is  d e libera te  
se l f -d e p re c a t io n  a s  m an ifes ta tions  of h is  own a p p ra isa l  of A nnandale ' s
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s i tu a t io n  a s  being  a b s u rd  in  i t s  p a thos  and  the  s i tu a t io n  of th e  t r ia l  a s  
being  eq ually  a b su rd .  I th ink  th a t  th e  doctor fee ls  th a t  w hat he did  w a s  
not only ju s t i f ia b le  but w as  so  right th a t  i t  w as  the  only na tu ra l and 
c o m p ass io n a te  th ing to  do.
The power of "How Annandale W ent Out" l ie s  in  the  d o c to r 's  
method of p re s e n ta t io n .  Again, i t  i s  to  R ob inson 's  c red it  tha t he in c lu d es  
w hat he does and ex c lu d es  a l l  th a t  w ould  be u n n e c e s s a ry .  For exam ple , 
the  nature  of A nn anda le 's  cond ition  i s  unknown. If i t  w ere  known, s a y ,
th a t  he had c an c e r  or th a t  he had b e e n  in  an  a c c id e n t  of a spec if ic
/
n a tu re ,  th en  th e  r e a d e r 's  a t ten t io n  w ould  n e c e s sa r i ly  focus more on 
Annandale th an  on the  do c to r . Any sh ift  of em phasis  cou ld  e a s i ly  le a d  
to  melodrama; the  su b je c t  m atter of th e  poem has  a lready  a d ram atic , 
em otional s truc tu re  b u i l t  in to  i t .  As i t  s t a n d s ,  "How Annandale W ent
/
Out" (note th a t  even  the  t i t le  seem s flip) i s  a major Robinson trium ph.
David N iv ison  offers a new in te rp re ta t io n  of th is  poem (he- h im self
i s  not sure  th a t  w hat he has to  say  "w ill p a s s  a s  an  in te rp re ta t io n " ) ,
w hich  is  s ig n if ican t  enough to  in c lu de  in  th is  study:
I w an t now to  su g g e s t  a w ay  of th inking about th is  poem w hich  
I th ink w il l  be w orth  t ry in g . C on side r  aga in  carefu lly  the  
l i n e s — "I knew th e  ru in  a s  I knew th e  m an ;/  So put th e  two 
to g e th e r ,  i f  you can ,/R em e m b e rin g  the  w ors t  you know of m e ."
Let us try  making th e  p h y s ic a l  "ruin" ("They c a l le d  it  
A nnandale"—but i s  th is  the  re a l  A n n a n d a le ? ) , th e  (real) "m an ,"  
and "me" not th ree  p e rs o n s ,  nor ev en  tw o , but o n e . W e w ould 
have in  the  poem the  w ords of a dead  man, a p h y s ic ia n ,  who 
had b e e n  fa ta l ly  i l l ,  ju s t ify in g  h is  own a c t  of s e l f -d e s t ru c t io n .
In th is  poe tic  a p o lo g ia ,  a s  perhaps  p sy ch o lo g ica lly  in  life  
a l s o ,  p h y s ic ia n  and "wreck" are  sp l i t  a p a r t .  Su ic ide  becom es
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m erely trea tm en t of a  c a se ;  he did th e  re a so n a b le ,  if  
so c ia l ly  un ap p ro v ab le , th ing  to  d o . W e may a ls o  g u e ss  tha t 
som ething e l s e  unnam ed— perhaps th e  nature  of th e  m alady , 
w h ich  he found h im self  (qua p h y s ic ia n  and qua  "man") h e lp ­
l e s s  to  c o n t ro l? —c o n s tra in s  him to  se p a ra te  h im se lf  a s  "man, " 
a s  human c h a ra c te r ,  from h im self  a s  pow erle ss  in  w i l l ,  a s  
" ru in . " Now reread  th e  poem , and  n o tice  the  B eaudela irian  
word "hypocrite"  in  l in e  t h r e e .34
In order to offer ex te rn a l  ev id en ce  to  support h is  t h e s i s ,  N iv ison  c i te s
th e  fo llow ing from Lawrance Thom pson 's s e le c t io n  of R ob inson 's  poetry
i
e n t i t le d  Tilbury Town; "One p a rt icu la r  exam ple of 'e u th a n a s ia '  p ra c ­
t ic e d  by a doctor occurred  in  R ob inson 's  own home; bu t w ith  an  iron ic  
tw i s t ,  in  th a t  i t  w a s  s e l f - in f l ic te d .  R ob inson 's  bro ther D ean , who w as  
a  doc to r , apparen tly  u se d  a n eed le  to  g ive  h im self  a  le th a l  's h o t '  of 
m orphine, w hich  w a s  b e lie v e d  to  have  c a u s e d  h is  d e a th .  "33
N iv ison  r e c a l l s  a n  evening  in  1953 w h ich  he spen t w ith  th e  la te  
p sy c h ia t r is t  and so n n e te e r ,  M erril M oore. In a  d is c u s s io n  about the
sonne t a s  a poe tic  form, N iv ison  brought up "How Annandale W ent
/
O u t , " to  w hich  Moore rep lied :  " 'T hat poem i s  about your U ncle  
D e a n . '"33 The p sy c h ia tr is t  apparen tly  never sa id  anything e l s e  about 
th a t  sonnet and th e  p e rso n a l r e la t io n sh ip s  i t  might have  he ld  for 
Robinson; how ever, from w hat Moore s a id  (and he knew Robinson w e ll;
34_, . ,I b i d . , p .  179 .
35 Lawrance Thompson, e d . ,  Tilbury Town: S e lec te d  Poems of 
Edwin Arlington Robinson (New York. 1953), p .  140.
36N iv iso n ,  182.
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th ey  had ta lk e d  about D ean ) , R ob inson 's  p h y s ic ia n  bro ther w a s  in  the  
p o e t 's  mind a s  he c o n ce iv ed  the  poem .
After d is c u s s in g  the  p e rso n a l involvem ents  beh ind  the  so n n e t ,  
N iv ison  s a y s :  "And perhaps  Robinson in tend ed  us to  have  th is  m ultip le  
p o ss ib i l i ty  of in te rp re ta t io n .  He may even  have  preferred  to  have  us 
tak e  th e  obvious c h o ic e ,  of see in g  in  it  simply a d o c to r 's  accou n t of
07
h is  dea ling  w ith  a  p a t i e n t . ”07
"M iniver C heevy"
Another of R ob inso n 's  poems in  w hich  irony is  em ployed s u c ­
c e s s fu l ly  i s  "M iniver C h eev y , " (347-348) h is  s a t ire  of a man who 
w a s  so  inexorab ly  out of tune  w ith  h im self  th a t  he cou ld  find so la c e  
only by w ish ing  th a t  he w ere  liv ing  in  m edieval t i m e s . Ben Ray 
Redman comments th a t  in  "M iniver C heevy" the  poet "has  w a lk ed  the  
a lm ost in v is ib le  and  t reach e ro u s  l ine  th a t  d iv ides  s ly  irony from dow n­
right fa rc e .  8
The f irs t  s ta n z a  of th e  poem su g g e s ts  a man to ta l ly  uncom fortable:
M iniver C h eev y , ch ild  of sco rn ,
Grew le a n  w hile  he a s s a i l e d  the  s e a s o n s ;
He w ep t th a t  he w a s  ever born ,
And he had  r e a s o n s .
I
37I b i d . , p .  184.
38Redman, p .  59 .
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Laurence P e rr in e ,  w h ose  study of "M iniver C heevy" is  th e  most 
thorough to  d a t e , c la im s th a t  in  th e  f irs t  l ine  of th e  poem the re fe r ­
ence  to  M iniver a s  "ch ild  or sco rn"  i s  "d e l ib e ra te ly  am biguous":
It m eansi f i r s t ,  th a t  M in iver , l ike  some of th e  h e ro e s  of 
whom he r e a d s ,  h a s  a m ythological p a te rn i ty .  H is fa ther w a s  
Scorn p e rso n if ie d ,  and  M iniver i s  of th e  f irs t  g en e ra t io n ,  
inheriting  th e  a t t r ib u te s  of h is  fa th e r .  He sco rns  everything 
connec ted  w ith  the  p re se n t :  i t s  a r t ,  i t s  w a rfa re ,  i t s  s o c ie ty .
He sco rns  g o ld ,  and  the  m a te r ia l is t ic  aim s of men who seek  
money ra th e r  th an  g lo ry . And he sco rn s  lab o r .  But the  ph rase  
a lso  m eans th a t  M iniver w a s  the  ob jec t  of s c o rn ,  a s  a ch ild  of 
misfortune i s  one whom m isfortunes happen  t o .  M iniver 
re c e iv e s  sco rn  a s  w e l l  a s  g iv es  i t .  He is  "a t  o u ts"  w ith  
s o c ie ty ,  but i s  a lso  o u tc a s t  from i t .  . . . The w ord "child" 
con tr ibu tes  to  th is  meaning by su g g es t in g  h is  e s s e n t ia l  
im m aturity . ^ 9
Perrine no tes  a ls o  th a t  th e  word " s e a s o n s "  i s  p a r t icu la r ly  te l l in g :  "The
ro ta tion  of th e  s e a s o n s  su g g e s ts  the  p e rs is te n c e  in  tim e of M in iver 's
d e tra c t io n — sp rin g ,  summer, f a l l ,  w in te r ,  y ea r  in ,  y ea r  o u t .  . . . And
w hen 's e a s o n s '  i s  com bined w ith  'a s s a i l e d , '  th e  four recurring ' s '
40sounds g ive  us  th e  very h i s s  of M in iver 's  a t t a c k s . "
In the  secon d  of th is  e igh t s ta n z a  poem, the read er  lea rn s  th a t
M iniver loved  the  days of old 
W hen  sw ords w ere  bright and  s te e d s  w ere  prancing;
The v is io n  of a w arrior bold 
W ould  se t  him d a n c in g .
Of th e s e  l in e s ,  Perrine  s a y s :  "This i s  t r i t e  lan g u ag e ,  bu t not t r i te
^ L a u r e n c e  P err ine , "A Reading of 'M in iver C h e e v y , '" Colbv 
Library Q u a r te r ly . S er ies  VI (June 1962), 6 6 . '
4 0I b i d . . p .  67.
w ritin g . It su g g e s ts  the  su p e rf ic ia l i ty  of M in iv e r 's  id e a l iz a t io n  of the
p a s t ,  an  id e a l iz a t io n  b a se d  not on an  in tim ate  p e rso n a l know ledge of
. . 4 1th e  p a s t  but on hand-m e-dow n  s e n t im e n ts .
Although th e  poem so far i s  subtly  s a r c a s t i c ,  th e  firs t  obvious
no tes  of sa rca sm  are  in troduced  in  th e  th ird  s ta n z a :
M iniver s ighed  for w hat w as  not
And dream ed, and re s te d  from h is  labo rs ;
He dream ed of Thebes and C am elo t ,
And Priam 's n e ighb o rs .
W hatever (if anything) M iniver did for a  liv ing  is  not know n, but i t  i s  
apparen t th a t  h is  m edieval p reoccupa tion  (in e f f e c t ,  an  o b sess io n )  did 
hinder h is  functioning in  a normal w orld . Perrine a rgues  th a t  the  
re fe rence  to  M in iv e r 's  work " i s  i ro n ica l  u n d e rs ta tem en t .  . . .  In c o n ­
tex t  i t  m eans th a t  he d e s is te d  from labors  th a t  w ere  probably a lm ost 
n o n -e x is te n t  in  th e  firs t  p l a c e .  "42 The u se  of th e  ve rbs  "s ighed"  and 
"dream ed" further und ersco res  M in iver 's  a l ien a t io n  from h is  s o c ie ty .
S tan zas  four and five g ive  ad d it io na l  inform ation about M in iv e r 's  
pe rsonality ;  a s  the  poem d e v e lo p s ,  the  read er  lea rn s  th a t  the  sp eak e r  
is  v iew ing M iniver more and more w ith  sco rn  so  tha t  the  am biguity  th a t  
Perrine s e e s  a t  work in  "ch ild  of scorn"  h as  y e t  ano ther  a p p lic a t io n .  
For exam ple , M iniver w as je a lo u s :
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M iniver mourned the  ripe renown
That made so  many a name so fragran t,
and irra t ion a lly  a t t ra c te d  to  th e  m edieval period:
M iniver loved  th e  M e d ic i ,
Albeit he had  never s e e n  one;
He w ould  have s in ned  in c e s s a n t ly  
C ould  he have  been  o ne .
The re fe ren ce  to  sinning in th e  fifth  s ta n z a  coupled  w ith  the  a l lu s io n
in  th e  fourth s ta n z a  of "Romance, now on the  tow n, " prompts Perrine
to su g g e s t  th a t  M iniver w as in te re s te d  in  "love a ffa irs  not a lw ays
le g i t im a te . "43
However scornfu l the  sp e ak e r  is  toward M in iver, h is  a tt i tu d e  is  
wrapped in  humor; he i s  r id icu ling  but not destroy ing  the  m is f it .  After 
he s ta te s  th a t  M iniver
cu rsed  the  commonplace
And eyed  a khak i su it  w ith  lo a th in g ,
he in trod uces  th is  b r ill ian t touch  of irony:
He m issed  the  m edieval g race  
Of iron c lo th in g .
M in iver 's  hypocrisy  and  s e l f -c e n te re d n e s s  are  th e  o b jec ts  o f  the  
seven th  s ta n z a :
M iniver scorned  th e  gold  he sough t,
But sore annoyed w a s  he w ithout it;
M iniver th o u g h t , and th o u g h t , and th o u g h t ,
And thought about i t .
43Ib id .  . p .  69.
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A number of r e a d e r s , including  Robert F r o s t , have commented on the 
p a rt icu la r  e ffe c t iv e n e ss  of th e  repe tit ion  of the  word " th o u g h t / '  
e sp e c ia l ly  a s  i t  i s  u sed  in  the  l a s t  l ine  of the  s ta n z a .  Perrine fee ls  
th a t  the l a s t  "thought" "em phasizes  the  fu ti l i ty  of M in iv er 's  th in k in g ,
44w hich  g e ts  now here, a s  the  repe tit io n  em p h asize s  i ts  r e p e t i t iv e n e s s ."
The final s ta n z a  is  a c a p su l iz e d  portrait of the  o u t-o f - tu n e  
M iniver. A lso , M in iver 's  d rinking , heretofore  unknown, i s  revea led  
as  h is  means of e sc a p e  from a world in to  w hich  he cannot fit:
M iniver C heevy , born too la te ,
Scra tched  h is  head  and kept on thinking;
M iniver coughed , and c a l le d  it f a te ,
And kept on d r in k in g .
Sa tire  is  not a genre in  w hich Robinson ac t iv e ly  w orks; how ever,
in "M iniver C heevy" he has  c rea ted  a s a t i r e ,  the ch ie f  tool being
irony , th a t  s ta n d s  a s  a l i t t le  m as te rp ie ce .  Everything f i ts  together
w e ll  in  th is  poem; there  i s  enough, but not too much, information g iven
about M in iv er 's  pe rsona l  t r a i t s .  The only p h y s ic a l  d e sc r ip t io n  of him
is  g iven  in  the  f irs t  s ta n z a  — "Grew l e a n " —which su g g e s ts  a man
growing p ro g ress ive ly  more i l l  a t  e a s e  both w ith h im self  and w ith h is
s o c ie ty .  A lso , the  refe rence  to  M in iver 's  le a n n e s s  p repares  the  reader
for the  rev e la t io n  a t the  end th a t  M iniver has  a  drinking problem . The 
s in g -so n g  rhythmic qua lity  of the  poem and the  d e lib e ra te ly  t r i te  writing 
re in fo rce  the  i ro n y .
44I b i d . ,  p .  71.
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M ost readers  ag ree  tha t  the  name of the  p ro tagon is t  w as s e le c te d
by Robinson b e c a u se  it sounds a s  foo lish  and absu rd  a s  M iniver C heevy
w as  h im se lf .  H ow ever, Perrine has come up with an in te res tin g  b it  of
re se a rc h  th a t  perhaps  makes R obinson 's  cho ice  more functional th an
most read ers  b e lie v e :
" M in iv e r ," acco rd ing  to  W e b s te r ,  i s  "a fur e s tee m e d  in the 
M iddle ag es  / _ s i c /  a s  a part of costum e (from menu sm all ,  
p lus va ir  a kind of fu r ) . " "Cheevy" is  not too  d is tan t  from 
"ch ev a lie r"  and "c h iv a lry " —knigh ts  and kn igh thood . Or, if 
we se a rc h  the  New English D ic tio nary , we find c h ev y , a 
" c h a s e ,  p u rsu i t ,  hunt" or "hunting cry"; or the  o b so le te  
c h e v e — "to do homage to " ;  or c h e v e s a i l e — "The c o l la r  of a 
c o a t ,  gow n, or o ther garment; in the  14th c .  o ften  richly o rn a ­
m ented , " a word u sed  in The Romance of the  Rose and more 
recen tly  by R o ss e t t i .  W hichever of th e s e  w ords w e link it to ,  
M in iv er 's  nam e, f irs t  and l a s t ,  r e p re se n ts  the  kind of th ings 
he dream ed ab o u t,  and links  him to  the middle Z s l c /  a g e s . 4^
Both Smith and Hagedorn s e e  "M iniver C h e e v y ,"  to  some e x te n t ,
a s  a s e l f - s a t i r e . 46 P err ine , on the  o ther  hand , i s  re lu c ta n t  to admit
th a t  Robinson w as  rea l ly  portraying h im self  and offers the  following
log ic  in d e fen se  of Robinson the  person:
In "M iniver C heevy" Robinson embodied one s id e  of h im self ,  
c o n sc io u s ly  e x a g g e ra ted ,  and perce ived  w ith a wry ironic 
humor. But i t  w as  one s ide  on ly , and the  very e x is te n c e  of 
the  poem te s t i f i e s  to  the  v a s t  d ifference  be tw een  th a t  one s ide  
and th e  to ta l i ty .  For the  poem te s t i f i e s  to  th e  e x is te n c e  of an 
in s ig h t ,  a se l f -k n o w le d g e ,  a grip on r e a l i ty ,  and a humorous 
p e rc e p t io n ,  th a t  M iniver u tterly  la c k e d .  It i s  th is  s e l f -  
know ledge , th is  humor, th is  r e a l i ty ,  w hich re v e a l  R obinson 's
^ 5Ib id . , p .  72 .
46Smith,  p .  19: Hagedorn ,  p .  238.
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cen tra l  s a n i ty ,  and com plete ly  and forever se p a ra te  the  
c rea to r  from h is  c r e a tu r e . ^
W hat N ivison has to  say  about the  poem and Robinson personally  
i s ,  1 th in k ,  qu ite  i l lu m in a tin g . He in s i s t s  th a t  " 'M in iver  C h eevy ' is  
not a c h a ra c te r  ske tch  and w as never in tended  to  b e . "  This idea  w as 
g iven  to  N iv ison  by Ruth N iv iso n , h is  m other, and R obinson 's  n ie c e ,  
perhaps  h is  favorite  n ie c e .  He a rgues  tha t in  R obinson 's  poetry com ­
p a s s io n  is  a lw ays show n for the c h a ra c te rs  th a t  the  poet in v e n ts .
H ere , how ever, "Robinson ta lk s  about M iniver a s  he could bring him ­
se lf  to  ta lk  about no o ther man, rea l  or im ag inary— excep t h im s e l f ."
In sh o r t ,  N iv ison  co n tends  th a t  so  much unqua lif ied  fun is  poked at 
poor M iniver tha t the  c h a rac te r  must n e c e s s a r i ly  be the  poet h im self:  
"Robinson laughs at him w ithout re se rv e  in every l in e ,  and lea v es  us 
w ith no com pulsion  to tak e  him se r io u s ly  or to  go deeper in to  h is  m ake­
up . H is fau l ts  are lam pooned w ith  what we su s p e c t  is  outrageous 
4Re x a g g e ra t io n ."  W hatever the c a s e  may be in re la tion  to the  deg ree , 
if a n y ,  of s e l f - id e n t i f ic a t io n ,  "M iniver C heevy" i s  a fine s a t i r e ,  
in c is iv e ly  i ro n ic ,  and b iting ly  c le a r .
^ P e r r i n e  t p . 74 .
^ N i v i s o n ,  pp . 171-173 .
77
"For a Dead Lady"
A poem w hich  h as  a t t ra c te d  co n s id e ra b le  a t ten t io n  i s  "For a D ead 
L a d y ," (355) a lovely  e legy  about a woman who kep t her innerm ost f e e l ­
ings  se c re t  and who rem ained  e s s e n t ia l ly  unknown to  th e  world in  w hich 
bhe l iv e d .  And by so  do ing , sh e  ach iev ed  an  ex q u is i te  in d iv id u a li ty .  
This motif i s  in troduced  once th e  opening tw o l in e s  of poem e s ta b l is h  
her dea th  and le t  the read er  know the  s p e a k e r 's  a t t i tu d e  tow ard her:
No more w ith  overflowing ligh t 
Shall f i l l  the  ey es  th a t  now are  fad e d ,
Nor sh a l l  a n o th e r 's  fringe w ith  night 
Their w om an-h idden  world a s  they  d id .
To the  sp e a k e r ,  the w ay  in  w h ich  the lady  hid her pe rso n a li ty  c an  never
be equaled  by any o ther w om an. In the  next two l in e s  of the  poem , the
sp eak e r  lam ents  th a t  no more w i l l  days w i tn e s s  "The flowing w onder of
her w a y s . " He con cludes  the  f i rs t  s ta n z a  by s ta t in g  th a t  no w ords c a n
make up for "The sh ifting  and th e  m any-shaded"  e y es  of the  dead  lady
a n d , by im p lica tio n , for the  lady  h e rse lf .
W hat is  known by the  sp e ak e r  abou t th e  dead  lady  i s  vo iced  in  
s ta n z a  tw o . Her "g race"  is  d e sc r ib e d  a s  "d iv ine"  and "def in it ive" ;  
her "laugh" i s  referred  to  by th e  curious term inology of one " tha t love 
could  not fo rg iv e ."  This l ine  h a s  been  th e  o b jec t  of in te r e s t .  R. H . 
Super, ap p a ren tly ,  fe e ls  th a t  th e  line  should  be read  a s  a m an ifes ta tion  
of the  w om an 's  f l ir ta t io u s  n a tu r e ,49 w h ile  Edwin S .  F u s se l l  a rgu es  th a t
h . Super, The E xp lica to r , III (June 1945), Item 60: The 
E x p lica to r , V (June 1947), Item 60.
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the  "reference  here  i s  probably  to  th a t  s l ig h t  a s p e c t  of p o s s e s s iv e n e s s ,  
coup led  w ith  th e  d e s ire  a lw ay s  to  be  ta k e n  s e r io u s ly ,  which forms a 
part of any strong em otional a t ta c h m en t.  "50 The in te rp re ta t io n  offered 
by W . H . French i s  b a s e d  on th e  a ssu m ptio n  th a t  th e  lady  in  q u e s t io n  
i s  the  p o e t 's  m other, a b e l ie f  th a t  Smith a ls o  h o l d s . F r e n c h ' s  r e a s o n -  
ing i s  a s  fo llow s: "If . . . w e su p p o se  th a t  the  love  w a s  hers  
^R ob inson 's  mothejT' and not h i s ,  th en  everyth ing  fa l ls  in to  p la c e ,  and 
th e  l ine  m eans th a t  o c c a s io n a l ly  th e  la d y ,  in  sp i te  of h e rs e l f ,  w a s  moved 
to  lau gh te r  at her fam ily . At such  t im es  her own love for them  w ould  not 
le t  her forgive h e r s e l f . "52 j t  i s ,  o f  c o u rs e ,  p o s s ib le  th a t  th e  laugh  w as  
simply a nervous hab it  th a t  th e  lady  h a d .  I b a s e  t h i s ,  ag a in  only 
p o s s ib l e , read ing  on the  con tex t of th e  following l in e  in  the  poem:
"Is h u sh e d ,  and answ ers  to  no c a l l i n g ."  Perhaps th e  "ca llin g "  i s  rea l ly  
a  ca ll ing  down, a c en su re  of her  ben av io r .  In any  e v e n t ,  a l l  th e  sp eak e r  
knows i s  w hat he c an  o b se rve  from her b eh av io r— from th a t  w h ich  is  
p h y s ic a l ly  dem o n s tra ted . For exam ple , he t a lk s  of her " forehead" and 
"her l i t t l e  e a rs "  th a t  "Have gone w here  Saturn  k e e p s  the  y e a r s . "
Barnard e x p la in s  th e  re fe ren ce  to  Saturn: " .  . . S a tu rn 's  G reek name
I
^ E d w i n S .  F u s s e l l ,  The E x p lica to r , IX (March 1951), Item 33.
5 1Sm ith , p p . 156-157 .
H . F rench , The E x p lica to r . X (May 1952), Item 51 .
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i s  Kronos, w hich  th e  G reeks  th e m se lv e s  con fu sed  w ith  'c h ro n o s , '  th e ir
/
word for 't im e ' . . . The la s t  ex p lic i t  p h y s ic a l  re fe rence  is  to  the  
la d y 's  b re a s t  "where ro se s  cou ld  not l i v e . "  P e rh ap s ,  th e  sp e a k e r  i s  
using  an  hyperbole  he re :  th e  ro se  canno t com pete w ith  the  soft tex tu re  
of her b r e a s t .  H ow ever, the  r o s e ,  c o n v en tio n a l ly ,  i s  u se d  a s  a symbol 
of lo v e ,  and  I th ink  th a t  on th e  figura tive  le v e l  th i s  i s  th e  con tex t in  
w hich  "where ro se s  cou ld  no t l iv e "  must be  re a d .  On th e  l i te ra l  l e v e l ,
I tak e  the  " ro se s"  to  refer  to  c o r s a g e s .  Sym bo lica lly , the  sp eak e r  is  
say ing  th a t  the  lady  w a s  unfortunate  in  m atters of the  h ear t  (the "b rea s t"  
harbors the  h e a r t ) . This read ing  a ls o  a cco u n ts  for the  en igm atic  a l lu ­
s ion  to  her laugh  " that love cou ld  not fo rg iv e . "
The f in a l  s ta n z a  of "For a  D ead  Lady" is  d iv ided  in to  two p a r t s , 
the  f i r s t  four l in e s  conce rned  w ith  her  beau ty  and  th e  t ran s ito ry  nature  
of l i f e ,  the  l a s t  four w ith  u n iv e rsa l iz in g  th e  tran s ito ry  motif:
The b e a u ty ,  sh a t te re d  by th e  law s 
That have  c rea t io n  in  th e ir  k e e p in g ,
No longer trem bles  a t  a p p la u se ,
Or over ch ild ren  th a t  are  s leep ing ;
And we who de lve  in  b e a u ty 's  lore 
Know a l l  th a t  w e  have  known before  
Of w hat inexorab le  c a u se  
M akes Time so  v ic ious  in  h is  r e a p in g .
After d is c u s s in g  th e  im ages in  the  f i r s t  and secon d  s ta n z a s  in  h is  very
thorough study  of the  poem, Adams com es to  th is  co n c lu s io n :
^ B a r n a r d ,  p .  32 .
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All of th e s e  im ages and th e ir  q u a l i t ie s  are  th e n  summed up in  
th e  word " b e a u t y , " w h ich  is  im m ediate ly  opposed  to  th e  
m ec h an is t ic  im age of im persona l " l a w s . " T hese  l a w s , c lo s e ly  
a s s o c ia t e d  or even  id en t i f ie d  w ith  t im e , a s  w e l l  a s  w ith  th e  
" inexorab le  c a u se "  of th e  next to  l a s t  l in e ,  have  d es tro y ed  
th e  l a d y 's  beau ty  and i t s  r e s p o n s e s  to  em otional re la t io n sh ip s  
w ith  adm irers and w ith  o b je c ts  of so l ic i tu d e  su ch  a s  s le ep in g  
ch ild ren ,  and no ex p lan a tio n  c an  s a t is fa c to r i ly  a cco u n t  for 
th e  lo s s  or rec o n c i le  lo v ers  and s tu d e n ts  of beau ty  to  th e
d e s t ru c t io n .  5 4
I think i t  fa ir ly  apparen t th a t  th e  th ird  and fourth l in e s  of th e  l a s t
s ta n z a  are  not meant to  imply any derogatory  a t t i tu d e  of the  sp eak e r
tow ard  th e  la d y .  She i s  n o t ,  a s  some would have  i t ,  a  proud woman
d e s iro u s  of p r a i s e .  Barnard fe e ls  th a t  she
once  trem bled  a t a p p la u se  b e c a u se  of th e  fu l ln e s s  of her heart  
at' having made people  happ y , b e c a u se  of he r  g ra ti tud e  for 
w hat she  fe lt  to  be the  re tu rn  of the  love for them , the  love  for 
l i fe  a s  a w h o le , th a t  sh e  cou ld  not help  pouring out; and  a s  she  
once  trem bled  over s leep ing  ch ild ren  b e c a u s e  her own in n ocence  
and purity  responded  to  t h e i r s , and  b e c a u se  they  w akened  her 
pe rhaps  a s  y e t  not w holly  c o n sc io u s  need  for th e  fu lfillm ent in  
motherhood of a  l ife  w hose  opening had b e en  so  f a i r . 55
I am not sure  th a t  I agree  to ta l ly  w ith  w hat Barnard has  so  e loquen tly
offered; I th ink  th a t  she  trem bled  a t  ap p la u se  b e c a u se  sh e  w a s  shy  and
b e c a u s e ,  for some rea so n  or o th e r ,  sh e  fe lt  som ewhat in a d e q u a te .  As
far a s  the  ch ild ren  a re  co n ce rn e d , her  trem bling may very w e l l  have
b e e n  c a u se d  by w hat Barnard s a y s ;  how ever, i t  i s  never  e s ta b l is h e d  in
th e  poem th a t  sh e  had  b e en  m arried . In f a c t ,  I ven tu re  th e  g u e s s  th a t
^ A d a m s ,  143. 
^ B a r n a r d ,  p .  166.
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she  nev e r  d id marry; in  ligh t of the  seco nd  s t a n z a ,  th i s  g u e s s  seems 
more probab le  th an  th e  assu m ptio n  th a t  she  ever w as  m arried . P e rh ap s ,  
th e n ,  her  trem bling over ch ild ren  w a s  the  re s u l t  of regre t over never 
having b e e n  a mother (note th a t  the  sp eak e r  does not say  "her" 
c h i ld re n ) .
"For a  D ead Lady" must be  read  on two le v e ls ;  on one a s  an 
e legy  for an  in sc ru tab le , lady  b le s s e d  w ith  much but a ls o  deprived  of 
lo v e ,  on th e  o ther a s  a commentary on  the  dem ands th a t  tim e e x a c ts .  
T hese  tw o m eanings are  u n if ied  by th e  f irs t  su g g e s t in g  to  th e  speaker 
th e  s e c o n d .  The poem beg ins  properly w ith  e labo ra tio n  on w hatever 
d e ta i l s  of th is  m ysterious lady  are a v a i la b le  to the  sp eak e r  in  memory; 
and i t  ends  w ith  a g e n e ra l iz e d  s ta tem en t su g g e s te d  by the  s t a te  of the  
la d y .  It i s  in te re s t in g  to  note  tha t  R ob inson 's  ch o ice  of w ords re f le c ts  
th e  in sc ru ta b le  nature  of the  la d y .  He ta lk s  of her ey es  th a t  a re  
"faded" ; he u s e s  th e  w ords "fringe" and  " n ig h t"  to g e th e r ,  a long  with 
"w o m an -h id d e n ,"  " s h i f t in g ,"  and " m a n y - s h a d e d ." It i s  ty p ic a l  of 
Robinson in  h is  most s u c c e s s fu l  poems to be  ca refu l not to  s la p  the 
rea d e r  in  th e  face  w ith  overt m ean ing , but ra the r  to  le a d  th e  reader  to  
un ders tand ing  through ca re fu l ly  p laced  c l u e s . This i s  the  tech n iqu e  . 
u s e d ,  to  g rea t  e f fe c t ,  in  both  "How Annandale W en t Out" and  in  "For 
a D ead L ad y ."
There i s  ano ther s e t  of im ages c lo s e ly  re la te d  to  the  p a tte rn  ju s t  
d i s c u s s e d  employed by Robinson in  th e  f irs t  s ta n z a  th a t  le a d s  th e  rea d e r
to  u n d e rs ta n d in g . W hen th e  sp eak e r  t e l l s  th a t  the  lady  w a s  not one to
re v e a l  h e rse lf  to  o th e r s , he does so  w ith  eye im agery:
Nor sh a l l  a n o th e r 's  /_ e y e s /  fringe w ith  night 
Their w om an-h idd en  w orld  a s  th ey  d id .
The eye  im agery i s  p ick ed  up in  th e  l a s t  l ine  of the  s ta n z a  and  the  two
p a tte rn s  of im agery  are  jo in ed : "The sh ifting  and the  m a n y - s h a d e d ."
U sed  on one le v e l  to  re fe r  to  her  e y e s ,  "sh if t ing"  and  "manyrrshaded"
are a ls o  term s u se d  to  d e sc r ib e  the  la d y 's  p e rso n a li ty . .  And i t  i s  most
appropria te  th a t  e y e s —in strum en ts  of v is io n ,  r e c e p ta c le s  of l ig h t—p ro -
I
v ide  th e  image p a tte rn  s e le c te d  by Robinson in  h is  trea tm en t of a woman 
through  whom no one cou ld  s e e .
Although Robinson did  not w in  a s u b s ta n t ia l  c r i t ic a l  repu ta tion , for 
h is  poetry  in  The C h ild ren  of th e  N ig h t , C a p ta in  C r a ig , and  The Town 
Down the  R iv e r , many of th e  q u a l i t ie s  w hich  d is t in g u ish  him as  a major 
poet and  for w h ic h  c r i t ic s  have  come to  p ra is e  him are rep re se n te d  in  
th e  e igh t poems from th e s e  books d i s c u s s e d  in  th is  c h a p te r .  For 
exam ple , "In Luke H a v e rg a l ,"  "The Growth of 'L o r ra in e , '"  "The W h ip ,"  
and "How Annandale W en t O u t ,"  th e  p o e t 's  method of ind irec tion  is  
u se d  to  good e f f e c t .  "M iniver C h e e v y ,"  long an  anthology p ie c e ,  i s  
o f ten  c i te d  in  tex tb o o k s  for i ts  u se  of irony , w h ile  "For a  D ead Lady" 
proves th a t  Robinson w a s  qu ite  c a p a b le  of w riting  a  moving ly r ic .
Robinson had to  w a it  u n t i l  1916 w ith  th e  p u b lica tion  of The Man
i
A gainst the  Skv,.to r e c e iv e  th e  c r i t ic a l  a t ten t io n  he d e se rv e d .
CHAPTER III
THE SHORTER POEMS (1916)
"Flammonde"
R ob inson 's  1916 c o l le c t io n ,  The Man A gainst th e  S k y , c o n ta in s  
e igh t sho rte r  t r iu m p h s ,  more th an  any o ther  s in g le  v o lu m e . The 
sp e ak e r  of "F lam m onde ,1' (3-6) th e  lo n g es t  (n in e ty -s ix  l in e s)  of the  
sho rte r  poem s exam ined  in  th is  s tu d y , t e l l s  the  story  of a man who 
came "from God knows w here"  to  Tilbury Town, and ga in ed  th e  adm ira­
t io n  and e x c i te d  th e  c u r io s ity  of the  to w n sp e o p le .  W hat made 
Flammonde c lick  w a s  unknown to  th o se  in  th e  town; one of th e  func ­
t io n s  of th e  sp e ak e r  i s  to  a c t  a s  the  c o l le c t iv e  vo ice  of Tilburn Town, 
in d e e d , a very  p u zz led  c o l le c t iv e  v o i c e . The am biguity  surrounding 
th e  nature  of Flammonde i s  g iv e n .e x p re s s io n  in  th e  very  f i rs t  l ine  of 
th e  poem; and a s  the  poem p ro g re s s e s ,  th e  read er  le a rn s  some of the  
m ysterious m an 's  p e rson a l  t r a i t s  and  w hat Flammonde d id  in ,  and to ,  
Tilbury Town. But, a t  the  end of th e  poem , Flammonde i s  s t i l l  an 
en igm atic  m an.
The sp e a k e r  beg in s  by  giv ing  a thum bnail sk e tc h  of Flammonde 
a s  he  f i r s t  app ea red  to  th e  people  of Tilbury Town;
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The man Flam m onde, from God knows w h e re ,
W ith  firm a d d re s s  and foreign  a ir ,
W ith  news of na tions  in  h is  ta lk  
And som ething roya l in  h is  w a lk .
W ith  g lin t  of iron in  h is  e y e s ,
But never d o u b t,  nor y e t  su rp r ise ,
A ppeared , and  s ta y e d ,  and  h e ld  h is  head  '
As one by k ings  a c c re d i te d .
S ince  one of th e  obvious a re a s  of inquiry  in  th is  poem i s  the  id en ti ty
of Flamm onde, th e  w ay  in  w h ich  th e  c l a u s e ,  "from God knows w h e re ,  "
i s  read  ia  germ ane to. any  in te rp re ta t io n  of h is  c h a ra c te r .  From w hat
i
follow s in  the  rem aining e ig h ty -e ig h t  l in e s  of the  poem , the  reader  
le a rn s  th a t  th e  sp e a k e r ,  w hile  perceiv ing  th a t  not a l l  w a s  a s  i t  seem ed  
w ith  Flammonde, does not know th e  na tu re  of th e  m an. If th e  ph rase  in  
q u e s t io n  is  read  as  sim ply an  e x p re s s io n  of h e lp le s s n e s s  w ith  a  strong 
a cc e n t  on  " G o d ," th en  th e re  i s  no rea l  in te rp re tiv e  problem; how ever, 
and  I th ink  th ere  i s  some ju s t i f ic a t io n  for t h i s ,  if  the  c la u s e  i s  an  
e x p re ss io n  of e a rn e s tn e s s  w ith  only a w eak  a cc e n t  on "G o d ,"  th e n  th e  
reader  m ust face  th e  fac t  th a t  th e  sp e a k e r  p erhaps  does b e liev e  th a t  
only God does have know ledge about Flammonde. Later in  th e  poem , 
th e  sp eak e r  a l lu d es  to  th e  "sm all  s a ta n ic  so r t  of k ink"  in  Flam m onde1 s 
b ra in .  I t i s  p o s s ib le ,  of c o u rs e ,  th a t  th e  m ention of God and the  
s a ta n ic  kink are more c o in c id e n ta l  th a n  c o n s c io u s .  H ow ever, d e sp i te  
th e  fac t th a t  Robinson i s  p ro l if ic ,  he  i s  c a u t io u s ly  pro lific ; he i s  not 
one to  throw words about c a r e le s s ly .
In the  second  s t a n z a ,  th e  sp eak e r  con tinu es  to  l i s t  ad d it io n a l
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p e rso n a l  t r a i t s  of th e  man: Flammonde w a s  e re c t ,  a le r t ,  and  he d re s s e d
fash ionab ly ; he "Paraded ne ith er  w an t nor w a s te " ;
And w hat he need ed  for h is  fee  
To l i v e , he  borrowed g r a c io u s ly .
The word " fee"  s u g g e s ts  th a t  Flammonde w a s ,  in  e f f e c t ,  pa id  to  l ive ;
in  con junc tion  w ith  " f e e , "  th e  word "borrowed" su g g e s ts  th a t  Flamm onde,
in d e e d ,  pa id  back  somehow for w h a tev e r  he re c e iv e d .
The doubt surrounding the  "man Flammonde" g a in s  v o ice  in  the
f ir s t  four l in e s  of th e  th ird  s ta n z a :
He never to ld  us w hat he w a s ,
Or w hat m isc h a n c e ,  or o ther  c a u s e ,
Had b a n ish e d  him from b e t te r  days 
To p lay  th e  Prince  of C a s t a w a y s .
The sp eak e r  c o n tin u es  th a t  Flammonde a c te d  out h is  part w ith  e a s e ,  a 
t a s k  w hich  for most peop le  w a s  "u n p lay ab le .  " Then th e  sp eak e r  c o n ­
f id e s :
In f in e ,  one p a u s e s ,  h a lf  a fra id  
To say  for c e r ta in  th a t  he p la y e d .
This in ab il i ty  to  know w hether  or not Flammonde w a s  p lay ing  a part i s
re i te ra te d  a t  th e  beginning  of th e  fourth s t a n z a , a f te r  w hich  th e  sp e a k e r
a s s e r t s :
Nor c an  I say  ju s t  how in te n se  
W ould  th e n  have  b e e n  th e  d ifference  •
To s e v e ra l ,  w h o , having  s tr iv en  
In v a in  to  g e t  w ha t he w a s  g iv e n ,
W ould  s e e  the  s tran g er  ta k e n  on 
By friends not e a sy  to  be  w on .
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Flammonde had  a w ay  about him of finding som ething good in  
everyone and bringing th a t  good out in to  the  open a f te r  i t  had ap p ea red  
to  the  tow nspeop le  th a t  th e  good w as  n o n -e x is te n t  w ith in  the  pa rt icu la r  
.ind iv idua l. Soothing and co u rte o u s ,  "H is mien d is t in g u ish e d  any 
c ro w d ,"  and th e  sp eak e r  say s  th a t  h is  cou rtesy
b e g u iled  and fo iled  
S u sp ic io n  th a t  h is  y e a rs  w ere  s o i le d .
i
The read e r  i s  not su rp r ise d  that
w om en, young and o ld ,  w ere  fond 
Of looking a t  the man Flam m onde.
In  s ta n z a s  s ix ,  s e v e n ,  and  e ig h t ,  the  sp e ak e r  r e la te s  th ree  
sp e c i f ic  in s ta n c e s  (there w ere  many more) in  w hich  Flammonde dem on­
s t r a te d  h is  uncanny a b il i ty  to p e n e tra te  in to  the  core  of peop le  and 
th e re  to  se e  som ething adm irab le . He befriended  a woman "On whom 
th e  fa sh io n  w a s  to  frown. " In h e r  Flammonde found nothing of w hat 
th e  to w nsp eop le  did and  concluded  th a t  i t  w as  due to  th e ir  " l i t t l e n e s s "  
th a t  th ey  w ere  unable  to  unders tand  th e  w om an. Then "for a l i t t l e  gold"  
Flammonde found out why a bright boy
Had shu t w ith in  him the  rare  se e d  
Of le a rn in g .
Once Flammonde lea rn ed  w h a tev e r  w as  to  be le a rn e d ,  "A flow ered  future 
w as  unro lled" for th e  b o y . W ere th is  rem arkable  man not th e re ,  th is  boy 
a s su re d ly  w ould  have perm anently  entombed h is  a b i l i t i e s .  Of c o u rs e ,  
Flammonde charged  for h is  se rv ice ;  w hether th e  sp e ak e r  here  i s  only 
recording the  m atter of go ld  fac tu a lly  or w he ther  h is  tone  is  d e lib e ra te ly
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s a r c a s t i c ,  I canno t say  for c e r ta in —and perhaps  n e ith e r  cou ld  th e  
s p e a k e r .  It m ust be rem em bered th a t  th e  sp eak e r  numbers h im self  
among the  r e s id e n ts  of Tilbury Town. This being th e  c a s e ,  i t  seem s 
only na tu ra l th a t  he w ould  re s e n t  F lam m onde. The th ird  in c id en t  re la te d  
by th e  sp e ak e r  concerns
two c i t iz e n s  who fought 
For y ea rs  and y e a r s , and over n o ugh t,
and who
made life  awkward for th e ir  f r i e n d s ,
And shortened  th e i r  own d iv id e n d s .
Flammonde a n a ly ze d  th e  s i tu a t io n ,  " sa id  w hat w as  w ro n g ,"  and th e  men
w ere  aga in  in  l i n e ,
And had  each  o ther  in  to  d i n e .
After th e s e  in c id en ts  are  r e la te d ,  th e  sp eak e r  tu rns  toward
Flammonde and a ttem pts  to  find
W hat sm all  s a ta n ic  sort of kink 
W as  in  h is  b ra in ?  W hat broken  link 
W ith he ld  him from th e  d e s t in ie s  
That cam e so near  to  being h is  ?
The te n th  s ta n z a  p ick s  up th is  q u e s t io n  method; th e  sp e ak e r  w onders why
th e  tow nsp eop le  held  re se rv a tio n s  about th e  man w h en  Flammonde
apparen tly  seem ed  to  be  a n ear  C h r is t - in c a rn a te  figure:
W hat w as  i t  th a t  w e  never cau g h t?
W hat w as  h e , a n d  w hat w a s  he not ?
There a r e ,  of c o u rse ,  no an sw ers  forthcom ing, th e  sp eak e r  read ily
adm its; a l l  he c an  say  i s :
Rarely a t once w i l l  na ture  g ive 
The power to  be Flammonde and l i v e .
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The f in a l  s ta n z a  u n iv e rs a l iz e s  th e  s i tu a t io n  c re a te d  by the
appea ran ce  of Flammonde and h is  rem arkable  pow ers:
W e canno t know how much w e lea rn  
From th o se  who never w il l  re tu rn ,
U ntil  a f la sh  of unforeseen  
Remembrance fa l l s  on w hat h a s  b e e n .
W e 'v e  each  a darkening  h ill  to  climb;
And th is  i s  w h y , from tim e to  tim e 
In Tilbury Town, we look beyond 
H orizons for th e  man Flam m onde.
Any a ttem pt to  ta lk  de fin it iv e ly  about th e  "man Flammonde" must 
n e c e s s a r i ly  lead  only to  c o n je c tu re . It c e r ta in ly  i s  not R ob in son 's  in te n ­
t io n  to  have  th e  read er  know any more than  he  does from w hat th e  sp eake r  
h a s  to  s a y .  In  order for th is  poem to  w ork, Flam m onde's id en t i ty  h a s  to 
be o b sc u re d .  The read er  m ay, if  he so  d e s i r e s ,  c a l l  Flammonde a Judas 
f ig u re , a  C h ris t  f igu re ,  a com bination  of th e  tw o , ad in f in i tu m .
R obinson, in  h is  l e t t e r s ,  h a s  o n ly ,th is  to  sa y  of th e  man: "Flammonde 
i s  th e  man who s e e s  but canno t do for h im se lf ,  'o th e rs  he s a v e d , ' e tc .
The fa c t  i s  th a t  th e  read er  sim ply cannot know who Flammonde i s  or w hat 
Flammonde i s  su p p o sed  to  rep re sen t;  th is  i s  not w ith in  R ob inso n 's  d e s ig n .
W hat i s  w ith in  the  p o e t 's  d e s ig n ,  how ever, i s  c le a re r .  The i n ­
a b il i ty  to  know Flammonde probably  re f le c ts  a major con ce rn  of 
Robinson: one c a n  never re a l ly  know anyone e l s e .  In  order to  p o e tize
•^S e lec te d  L etters  of Edwin Arlington Robinson, e d .  Ridgely 
Torrence (New York, 1940), p .  104.
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th is  them e, Robinson p icks  a s  the  p ro tag o n is t  of th e  poem an  unrea l 
f i g u r e , one w h o , in  r e a l i t y , cou ld  never e x i s t . And Robinson adds 
m ystery  to  him by not making know ledge of h is  p a s t  a v a i la b le  to  the  
sp eak e r  or to  anyone e l s e ,  w ith  th e  p o s s ib le  ex cep tio n  of God 
("from God knows w h e r e " ) . Barnard h a s  tw o re lev an t  comm ents c o n ­
cern ing  F lam m onde 's m orta lity :
"Flammonde" cou ld  be  the  name of no ordinary mortal; i t  
s t r ik e s  th e  e a r  w ith  overtones  of th e  rem ote and h e ro ic ,  
i r reco n c ilab ly  a l ie n  to  the  life  of M ain  S tre e t—or Tilbury 
Town—y e t  un d is tu rbed ly  superio r  to  any m ateria l en v iro n ­
ment . ^
In  sp eak ing  rep e a te d ly  of " the  man Flam m onde,"  Robinson 
g radua lly  b u ild s  up th e  im p ress io n  of h is  h e ro 's  u n iq u e ­
n e s s ;  of F lam m onde 's i so la t io n  from h is  fe llow s not b e c a u s e  
of any  e c c e n tr ic i ty  but b e c a u s e  of so  much more hum anity , 
so  much more of w hat men ought to  b e ,  th an  they  h a v e . 3
W in te r s ,  who does not ca re  for th i s  poem , read s  i t  a s  p ra is e  of "an
ind iv idu a l  whom one might c h a ra c te r iz e  a s  the  s e n s i t iv e  p a ra s i te  or a s
the literary or academic s p o n g e .  "4  I cannot follow his reasoning here.
On th e  e v a lu a t iv e  s c a l e ,  W in te rs  o b je c ts  to  not only th e  motif
but to  th e  language  a s  w e l l .  He fe e ls  th a t  th e  languag e  em ployed in
l in e s  tw en ty  through tw e n ty - th re e  and tw e n ty -e ig h t  through th ir ty  on
page four of th e  C o l le c te d  Poems and  l in e s  th ir te e n  and  fou rteen  on
^Barnard, p .  57 .
^ I b i d . , p . 89 .
^ W in te rs ,  p .  51 .
<4
page s ix  " is  rem in iscen t  of th e  w o rs t  se n t im en ta lism  of th e  n in e t ie s .
To th is  in d ic tm e n t,  Barnard re p l ie s :  "My own fee ling  i s  th a t  some 
p a s s a g e s  (including th e  one I s i g J  th a t  W in te rs  d is l ik e s  the  most) show 
Robinson a t  h is  b e s t ,  w h ile  o th ers  do not r i s e  much above m ediocrity ."®  
W in ters  c o n tin u es  th a t  "The c l a s s i c i s m ,  th e  p re c is io n ,  of R ob inson 's  
g rea t work i s  not in  th i s  poem; th e re  i s  nothing here  of i t  but an  empty 
m annerism . The su b s ta n c e  a s  a w hole  and  p h rase  by ph rase  i s  r e p u l­
s iv e ly  s e n t im e n ta l . " 7 I am im p re ssed  by th e  in c e s s a n t  movement of 
th e  l in e s ;  th is  seem s to  me to  re f le c t  th e  a lm ost m echan ica l  movement 
of Flammonde through Tilbury Town a s  he  performed h is  m ira c le s .  And, 
of c o u r s e , Robinson n e ed s  a  number of l in e s  in  w h ich  to  b u ild  up th e
en igm atic  c h a ra c te r  of th e  man and  in  w h ich  to  focus on the  th ree
cen tra l  in c id e n ts  of h is  powers a t  work on the  c i t i z e n s  of Tilbury Town. 
It shou ld  not be  fo rgo tten  too  th a t  th e s e  sp e c i f ic  in c id e n ts  not only 
show Flammonde a t work; th ey  a ls o  se rve  to  u n d ersco re  the  b a s ic  motif 
of th e  poem . Jus t a s  th e  tow nspeo p le  cou ld  not u n d ers tand  Flam m onde, 
th ey  cou ld  not u n d e rs tan d  th e  w om an, th e  bo y , and th e  problem or 
problem s th a t  s e p a ra te d  th e  two m en. For th a t  m a tte r ,  n e ith e r  cou ld  
th e  m en . Even though  Flam m onde, th e  man of unders tand ing  and com ­
p a s s io n ,  i s  but an  id e a l ,  Robinson seem s to  be  a s se r t in g  th a t  one
®I b i d . , p p . 51-52  .
®Barnard, p .  278 .
7W in te r s ,  p .  52 .
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(everyone) ought to  try to  be  un ders tand ing  and c o m p a ss io n a te ,  d e sp i te  
the  inexorab le  fa c t  th a t  an  id e a l  s t a te  rem ains  bu t an id e a l  s t a t e .
i
T hem atica lly , "Flammonde" i s  so lid ly  in  th e  main stream  of R ob inson 's  
though t. It d iffers  only in  th a t  i t  h a s  for a  p ro tag o n is t  a  man of u n rea l 
p rop ortions . R ob inson 's  c h a ra c te rs  are  u su a l ly  very r e a l .
"The G ift of God"
i
In "The G ift of G o d , " (6-8) Robinson d i s c u s s e s  o s te n s ib ly  a
m other 's  love  for her only  son; th is  i s  th e  co n v en tio n a l  in te rp re ta t io n
of th e  poem . In  a  1917 le t t e r  to  L. N . C h a s e ,  Robinson w r i te s :
W hatever  merit my work may or may not p o s s e s s ,  I fancy  th a t  
i t  w i l l  a lw ays  be  a  w a s te  of tim e for any read er  who has  not 
a fa ir ly  w e l l  deve loped  s e n s e  of humor—w h ic h ,  a s  som eone 
h as  sa id  b e fo re ,  i s  a  very  se r io u s  th in g —to  bo ther  w ith  i t .
W hen  I t e l l  you th a t  my poem c a l le d  "The G ift of God" (in 
The Man A gainst the  Sky) h as  b e e n  in te rp re ted  a s  a  touching  
tr ibu te  to  our Sav iour, you w ill  requ ire  no further comment 
upon th is  p o in t . ®
i
A pparently , Robinson c r i t ic s  and sc h o la rs  have  here to fo re  ta k e n  w ha t
i
th e  poet h a s  s a id  a s  th e  f ina l  word; th a t  i s , th ey  are  con ten t to  b e lie v e  
th a t  the poem d o e s  not have  any re l ig io u s  im p l ic a t io n s . I s e e  no re a so n  
for e x p lic i t ly  b e liev in g  Robinson h e re .  There i s  too much in te rn a l  e v i ­
dence  to  follow b lind ly  w ha t the  poet h a s  s a id  in  th e  le t te r  or a t  l e a s t  
not to  c lo s e  th e  door on the  p o s s ib i l i ty  th a t  th e re  i s  more to  i t  th a n  w hat 
he im p lie s .  It i s  w e ll  here  to  b e a r  in  mind S m ith 's  remark about Robin­
s o n 's  c h a ra c te r i s t ic a l ly  m is lead ing  comm ents about h is  own p oem s.
e le c te d  L e t te r s , p .  102.
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The f irs t  tw o s ta n z a s  of th is  s ix  s ta n z a  poem , read  in  con junc tion  
w ith  th e  t i t l e ,  seem  to  be about the  Virgin M ary . These s ta n z a s  are  
im portant enough for an  unders tand ing  of how th e  poem re a l ly  w orks to
I
be reproduced  here  in  full:
' BLESSED w ith  a joy  th a t  only sh e
Of a l l  a liv e  s h a l l  ev er  k n o w ,
She w e a rs  a proud hum ility
For w h a t it  w a s  th a t  w i l le d  i t  s o , —
That h e r  degree  shou ld  be  so  g rea t 
, ‘ Among the  favored  of th e  Lord
That sh e  may sc a rc e ly  bear  th e  w e igh t 
Of her bew ildering  re w a rd .
As one a p a r t ,  im m une, a lo n e ,
Or fea tu red  for th e  sh in ing  o n e s ,
And l ik e  to  none th a t  sh e  h as  known
Of o ther  w om en 's  o ther  s o n s , — 1
The firm fru ition  of he r  n eed ,
He sh in e s  annoin ted ; and  he b lurs  
Her v is io n ,  t i l l  i t  seem s ind eed  
A sa c r i le g e  to  c a l l  him h e r s .
The th ird  s ta n z a  re in fo rces  th e  meaning im plied  in  the  f i rs t  tw o .
H ow ever, the  son  beco m es  a  b it  more p e rso n if ie d ,  and  th e  reader here
beg in s  to  doubt h is  in i t ia l  re a d in g .  For ex am p le , th e  wom'an th ink s  of
th e  b e s t  for her so n  and
hard ly  d ares  
To th ink  of him a s  one to  touch  
W ith  a c h e s ,  in d ig n i t ie s ,  and c a r e s .
The read er  i s  th e n  brought back  sharp ly  to  the  M ary -C h ris t  motif in  th e
la s t  four l in e s  of th e  s ta n z a :
She s e e s  him ra the r  a t  th e  g o a l ,
, S t i l l  sh in ing ; and her  dream fo re te l ls  
The proper sh in ing  of a  soul 
W here  nothing ordinary  d w e l l s .
I
In  th e  beginning of th e  fourth s t a n z a ,  more doubts a r is e  in  th e  
re a d e r 's  mind concerning  th e  v a lid ity  of h is  in i t ia l  read in g . The 
sp eak e r  r e la te s  th a t  perhaps if  th e  to w n speop le  w ere  c a n v a s s e d  for 
a p p ra isa ls  of th e  youth  in  q u e s t io n ,  th e y  w ould rep ly  th a t  he w as  "far 
from flags  and  sh o u ts " ;  in  a d d it io n , th e y  "Would havoc s tran g e ly  w ith  
h is  w o r th ."  There i s  s t i l l  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty ,  th o u g h , th a t  C h r is t  in  h is
I
youth i s  th e  su b je c t  in  q u e s t io n .  In keep ing  w ith  th e  s to ry  of C h r is t ,  
not a l l  H is con tem poraries  reco g n ized  th a t  He w as  th e  S av iour, and  
He ce r ta in ly  had  H is  d o u b te rs .  D e sp ite  th e s e  u n fla t te r in g , h y p o th e t ica l  
re sp o n se s  to  th e  va lu e  of her so n ,  th e  mother rem ains undaun ted  and
w ith  in n o cen ce  unw rung,
W ould  read  h is  name around th e  ea r th .
The nex t s ta n z a  beg in s  w ith  w ha t ap pears  to  be  an  ex p lic i t  r e fe r ­
ence  to  th e  A postles  and th o se  o thers who su ffe red  for th e ir  b e l ie f s  in  
C h ris t ;
And o th e r s , knowing how th is  youth 
W ould s h in e ,  i f  love cou ld  make him g re a t ,
W hen caugh t and  to rtu red  for th e  tru th  
W ould only w rithe  and h e s i t a t e .
The c la u s e ,  " if love  cou ld  make him g re a t ,  " should  make th e  read e r  
p a u s e .  C erta in ly  th e  word " love"  cou ld  re fe r  to  the  love  of God; how ­
e v e r ,  read  in  the  con tex t of th e  poem , "love" ought to  refe r to  the  
m other. Perhaps Robinson here  i s  be in g  d e lib e ra te ly  am biguous. That 
th o se
caugh t and  to rtu red  for th e  tru th  
W ould only w rith e  and h e s i ta te
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provides ano ther  pausing  p o in t ,  u n le s s ,  of c o u rs e ,  they  w ere  only p la y ­
m a te s .  D esp i te  th e  beh av io r  of th e  o u ts id e  w orld , the  w om an,
arranging for h is  days 
W hat c e n tu r ie s  cou ld  not fu l f i l l ,
T ransm utes him w ith  her  fa i th  and  p ra is e ,
And h a s  him sh in ing  w here  she  w i l l .
In  th e s e  l in e s  i t  seem s apparen t th a t  th e  wom an sim ply h a s  too o ve r­
blow n an  im age of her s o n ,  th e  im p lica tio n  be ing  th a t  he i s  not made of
i
the  m etal she  th in k s —th a t  he  i s  ju s t  an  ordinary human b e in g .  And y e t ,
the  p o s s ib i l i ty  l in g e rs  th a t  Robinson i s  say ing  th a t  th e  w orld  h a s  not
fu lf i l led  th e  prom ise of C h r is t ia n i ty —th a t  th e  m iss ion  of C h r is t  has
b e e n ,  in d e e d ,  unab le  to  be  f i l le d .
The s ix th  s ta n z a  beg in s  w ith  a  r e i te ra t io n  of the  m other 's  hope of
fu lfillm ent and  p rom ise . In th e  b r i l l ia n t  f ina l  l in e s  of th e  poem ,
R obinson 's  purpose  em erges c lea r ly :
And shou ld  th e  gift of God be  l e s s  
In him th an  in  her m otherhood,
His fam e, though v a g u e ,  w il l  not be sm a ll ,
As upward through her dream  he  f a r e s ,
Half c louded  w ith  a c rim son  fa l l  
Of ro s e s  throw n on marble s t a i r s .
All a lo n g , Robinson h a s  no t been  p ic tu ring  Mary and C h ris t ;  h is  su b je c ts
are a mother who i s  very  much enve loped  in  th e  glory of her  son  and a
boy who probably i s  not much d ifferent from any o ther b o y . But th is  i s
not to  sa y  th a t  th e  read ing  of Mary and C h ris t  in to  the  poem i s  in v a l id ,
for Robinson c e r ta in ly  does  have them  very much in  m ind, bu t th ey  are
not the  su b je c ts  of "The G ift of G o d ."  To th e  sp eak e r  th e  woman a c ts
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as  i f  she  w ere  Mary and  her  son  C h r is t .  H ow ever, she  does not 
probably th ink  of h e rs e l f  and  her so n  in  ju s t  th o s e  term s; i t  i s  the  
sp eak e r  who in te rp re ts  her s i tu a t io n  a s  s u c h .
Robinson h a s  ta k e n  g rea t c a re  to  in su re  th a t  th e  read er  w il l  
make th e  n e c e s s a ry  c o n n ec tio n  be tw een  th e  mother and  Mary and 
be tw een  th e  son  and C hris t ;  much of the  p lea su re  in  read ing  "The Gift 
of God" com es from making th e s e  in d isp e n sa b le  co n n ec tio n s  and  in  
re a l iz in g  th a t  a re a l  mother and  her son  are  in v o lv e d .  For exam ple , th e  
w ords " s h in e ,"  " s h i n e s , "  and "sh in ing "  are u se d  a  to ta l  of s ix  t im es in  
th e  poem . Ju s t  a s  C h r is t  brought l igh t to  th e  w orld , so  th e  mother ap p ro ­
p r ia te ly  th in k s  of her son  a s  sh in in g .  Barnard a rgues  th a t  "the re c u r -
I
ren ce  of 's h in in g ' or 's h in e '  su g g e s ts  both  the  b r ig h tn e ss  and  the  
in su b s ta n t ia l i ty  of th e  m other 's  m i r a g e . W o r d s  w ith  re l ig iou s  
den o ta tio n s  a re  in te r s p e r s e d  throughout th e  poem; "hum ility , " 
" a n n o in te d ,"  " s a c r i l e g e ,"  and  " f a i th ,"  for exam ple . The im age of 
the  b o y 's  fame through her dream s moving upward i s  a  crowning touch
i
to  th e  poem . W hat i t  m eans i s ,  of c o u rse ,  th a t  she  w il l  forever th ink  
of him a s  ach iev ing  g r e a t n e s s , even  though i t  i s  more th a n  l ik e ly  th a t  
h is  fame w il l  be o rd inary . The woman i s  re fe rred  to  a s  th ink ing  f ig u ra ­
t iv e ly  of th e  c ruc if ix io n  and su b seq u e n t  a s c e n s io n  of C h r is t  in to  h e a v e n .  
And Robinson n o tes  th a t  her v is io n  i s  "half c lo u d e d . " "Crim son" and
9B arnard , p .  89 .
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" ro se s"  a l lu de  to  th e  b lood of C h r is t ,  and the-"m arb le  s t a i r s "  sign ify  
th e  a s c e n s io n .  Although Neff p ra is e s  th e  ending of "The G ift of G o d , " 
he m is se s  th e  po in t: "D ecora tion  g a in s  fo rce  by s p a r s e n e s s ,  a s  in  
th e  u n ex p ec ted  to u ch  of co lo r  a t  th e  c lo s e  of 'The Gift of G o d . ' " ^
"The G ift of God" i s  s tru c tu red  b r i l l ian t ly ;  unders tand ing  com es 
slow ly  but w h en  i t  d o e s ,  th e  rea d e r  i s  shocked  in to  a w a re n e s s .  
Robinson i s  n o t , a s  Barnard w ould  have  i t , s im ply  p ic turing  a p a th e tic  
mother who s e e s  to o  much in  h e r  son : " the  them e of m other love  b lin d  
to  a s o n 's  shortcom ings i s  so  t r i te  th a t  i t  cou ld  have  b e e n  made in to  
poetry  only by a  union of pa thos  and  irony and  i r r e s i s t ib le  m usic su ch  
a s  nothing bu t g en iu s  cou ld  com m and. . . . Robinson w an ts  h is  
re a d e rs  to  have  co m p ass io n  for h e r ,  to r e a l i z e ,  n a tu ra l ly ,  th a t  sh e  i s  
deluding  h e r s e l f ,  bu t a t th e  sam e tim e to  r e a l iz e  the  in te n s i ty  of her  
d e lu s io n .  Such a  wom an i s  not to  be  mocked; w e  are to  fe e l  co m p as­
s io n  for h e r .  A word here  about th e  Robinson m ethod of rev e la t io n  i s  
in  o rd e r .  In  "The G ift of G o d , " a s  in  o ther  Robinson s u c c e s s e s ,  the  
read e r  i s  not c e r ta in  w hat to  th ink  about th e  c h a ra c te r ( s ) , s i tu a t io n ( s ) , 
and so  forth u n til  th e  end of th e  poem . L og ica lly ,  the  read e r  b e l ie v e s  
throughout most of th e  poem (that i s ,  he shou ld  b e l ie v e ,  d e sp i te  w ha t
th e  poe t s a y s  in  h is  le tte r)  th a t  Mary and C h ris t  a re  th e  su b je c ts  an d ,
£
10N e ff , p .  179.
■^Barnard, p .  27 .
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for some re a so n  or o th e r ,  th a t  they  a re  d isg u ise d  s u b je c t s .  It i s  not 
un til  the  c lo s in g  im age in  th e  l a s t  th ree  l in e s  of "The G ift of God" 
th a t  R ob inson 's  in te n t io n  is  made m an ifes t .
I
"C a ssa n d ra"
" C a ssa n d ra "  (11-12) i s  one of th e  few poems in  th e  Robinson 
canon  in  w h ich  m a te r ia lism , more pa r t icu la r ly  American m a te r ia lism , 
i s  a t ta c k e d .  Neff s t a te s  th a t  "we coun t i t  among th e  b e s t  o f our 
p a tr io tic  l i te ra tu re ;  for he who lo v e s ,  c h a s t e n s .  A shudder a t  d i s a s te r  
narrowly m is se d  and a t  p e r i ls  s t i l l  to  be  m ingles w ith  our adm iration  of 
th e  lap idary  form of s ta n z a s  baring th e  fau l ts  of th e  American m i n d . "
And F u s s e l l  h a s  th is  to  sa y ;  "With a  k een  s e n s e  of decorum he a llow ed 
th e  symbol of C a s s a n d ra  to  contro l h is  a t ta c k  on American com placency; 
th e  p ro p h e te ss  c u rse d  w ith  n eg lec t  an d  d isb e l ie f  seem ed  to  Robinson 
th e  most com pelling  emblem of th e  s a t i r ic  function  in  s o c i e t y . " 12
The method of th e  poem i s  an o ra tion  re la te d  by a sp e a k e r  who 
in trodu ces  and  co n c lu d es  th e  poem bu t who does not de live r  th e  o ra tio n .
' The t i t l e  " C a ssa n d ra "  l e t s  th e  rea d e r  know th a t  a  prophet or p ro p h e te ss  
(the se x  of th e  orator rem ains unknown) who i s  not to  be  b e l ie v e d  is  th e  
su b je c t  of th e  poem , and  th a t  the  prophecy w i l l  be an  e v il  o n e .  The
12N e ff , p .  172.
13F u s s e l l ,  p .  148.
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read e r  is  never to ld ,  in  so  many w o rd s ,  who or w ha t th e  prophet i s ;  from 
the  g i s t  of the  f i r s t  two s ta n z a s  and  from th e  read io n  of th e  a u d ie n c e , a 
good c a se  can  be  made for ca l l in g  th e  orator an  e v a n g e l i s t .  F u s se l l  
n o tes  that Robinson employs "a l lu s io n a l  irony" in  th e  figure of 
C a s s a n d ra .  This irony , he c o n tin u e s ,  "m ethod ica lly  co n tr ib u te s  a 
secondary  s truc tu re  th a t  c o n s ta n t ly  p re s s e s  a s tr ik ing  e th ic a l  in c o n ­
gru ity  upon the r e a d e r 's  a t te n t io n .  4
The f irs t  word u tte red  by th e  orator i s  "V erily ,"  w h ic h ,  coming at 
the  beginning of th e  poem , su g g e s ts  th a t  the  su b je c t  of th e  a d d re ss  w il l  
be re l ig io u s  in  n a tu r e . The orator th en  pu ts  forth  th e  q u e s t io n :  "'"What 
w ord have I for ch ild ren  h e r e ? 1" The u se  of "word" and "ch ild ren"  
im p lie s ,  a g a in ,  a  re l ig io u s  c o n te x t .  This i s  re in fo rced  and th e  a n t i ­
m ateria lism  motif in troduced  in  th e  l a s t  two l in e s  of th e  f i r s t  s ta n z a :
"Your D ollar i s  your only W ord,
The w rath  of i t  your only f e a r . "
That both "do llar"  and "Word" have  the  in i t ia l  l e t t e r  in  upper c a s e  su g ­
g e s t s  tha t  money h as  ta k e n  th e  p lace  of re l ig io n  to  th e  a u d ie n c e . The 
"you" of th e  poem , th e  a u d ie n c e ,  does not seem  to  re fe r  only to  th o se  
in  th e  crowd about the  orator; th e  im p lica tion  i s  th a t  "you" m eans c o l ­
le c t iv e ly  a l l  A m erica , th e  re la t iv e ly  young c o u n try .
In th e  seco n d  s ta n z a ,  th e  orator or e v a n g e lis t  (I u s e  the  term s 
in te rchangeab ly )  in tro duces  the  motif of th e  sp ir i tu a l  b l in d n e ss  of 
America; the  u se  of th e  word "a l ta rs "  seem s to  su g g e s t  th a t  in  America 
" a l ta rs "  a re  b u i l t  for " it"  (Dollar) th a t  a re  both p h y s ic a l ly  and
l4 I b i d . . p .  159.
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m etaphorica lly  la rge  enough to  permit v is io n  of th e  t ru th ,  w h a tev e r  th a t  
may b e .  H ow ever, th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  e x is ts  th a t  " a l ta r s "  re fe r  to  ch u rches  
and th a t  in  America th e re  are enough chu rches  d isp e n s in g  the  re a l  W ord 
bu t th a t  th e  s igh t  of young America i s  narrowly r e s t r i c te d .  By the  
s y n ta c t ic a l  p a tte rn  of th e  secon d  s t a n z a ,  " i t"  must n e c e s s a r i ly  refe r 
to  "D ollar" ; and  c o n se q u e n t ly ,  the  re fe ren ts  to  "a l ta rs "  must be  
s tru c tu re s  th a t  promote or exh ib it  m a te r ia lism . This do es  no t,  how ­
e v e r ,  in v a l id a te  th e  su g g e s t io n  of chu rches ;  a s  th e  read er  ex p e r ien ces  
th i s  s t a n z a ,  he c o n n ec ts  in  h is  mind re l ig io n  and  m ateria lism :
"You b u ild  i t  a l ta r s  t a l l  enough
• To make y o u  s e e ,  but you are  blind;
You c a n n o t 'le a v e  i t  long enough 
To look before  you or b e h in d ."
In  q u a tra in s  th ree  through f iv e ,  A m ericans ' m isg iv ings a re  c a t a ­
logued  by th e  e v a n g e lis t :  th ey  ignore  r e a s o n ,  a re  sp ir i tu a l ly  b l ind  
(w hatever know ledge th ey  p o s s e s s  th ey  keep  "dark a s  ingo ts  in  a 
c h e s t " ) , have  no c o n cep tio n  of th e  fu tu re ,  and  are  head ing  for an  era 
of d a rk n ess  b e c a u se  of th e ir  p r id e .
That th e  future i s  not a s  a s s u re d  a s  Am ericans w ould  l ik e  to  b e lie v e  
i s  th e  su b s ta n c e  of th e  s ix th  s ta n z a :
"What long e c l ip s e  of h is to ry ,
W hat b ivouac  of the  marching s t a r s ,
H as g iv en  th e  s ig n  for you to  s e e  
M illennium s and l a s t  g rea t  w a rs  ? "
In  o ther  w o rd s , Am ericans must be  b lind  to  th e  fa c ts  of h i s to r y . The
m eaning of ’W h a t  b ivo uac  of th e  marching s ta r s "  i s  e lu s iv e .  I t  could-
/
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mean th a t  t im e ,  sym bolica lly  rep re se n te d  by s ta r s  con tinu a lly  in  
o rb i ta l  m otion, h a s  never been  m etaphorica lly  encam ped and never w i l l .  
Or th e  l ine  cou ld  re fe r  to  the  perm anent encampm ent of the  m il i ta ry , 
sym bolized  by th e  "m arching s t a r s . " W hatever th is  p a r t icu la r  l in e  
m eans s p e c i f i c a l ly , i t  means gen e ra l ly  th a t  tim e w il l  not co nven ien tly  
s to p  for America to in su re  a  co n tin u a l  p re s e n t .  There i s  no re a so n  to 
d isc o u n t  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  th a t  Robinson has bo th  id e a s  in  mind.
The sev en th  s ta n z a  e ch o es  th e  genera l  meaning of th e  s i x t h . The
e v a n g e l i s t ,  aga in  employing the  q u es tio n  m ethod, a s k s  th e  crowd:
W hat unrecorded  overthrow
Of a l l  th e  w orld  h a s  ever k n o w n ,
Or ever b e e n ,  h a s  made i ts e l f  
So p la in  to  you , and  you a lo n e ? "
In  th e  nex t s t a n z a , he reminds h is  au d ie n ce  th a t  i t  h a s  su b s t i tu te d  
a  m ateria l co n cep tio n  of i t s e l f  ("D o lla r ,  Dove and Eagle") for the  Holy 
Trinity and  th a t  America honors more i t s  new tr in ity  th an  i t  does  i t s e l f .  
F u s se l l  c la im s th a t  the  irony  in  th i s  s ta n z a  "is dependent upon im p lic it  
re fe rence  to  th e  Lord 's P rayer. And th is  s ta n z a  ta k e s  th e  read e r  back  
to  "'Your D ollar  i s  your only  W ord '"  of the f i r s t  s t a n z a .  America i s  
su b s ti tu t in g  the  m ateria l for th e  sp ir i tu a l  and  a t  the  sam e tim e is  
w orsh ipp ing  the  m ateria l a s  a  d e i t y . The follow ing s ta n z a  co n tin u es  
in  th e  sam e l in e  but adds a  tw is t :  a  m a te r ia l is t ic  co n cep tion  of America
15 l b i d . , p p . 159-160 .
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i s ,  in  e f fe c t ,  consum ing America b e c a u se  th e  country  i s  feeding  on
i t s e l f .  A lso , the  o ra to r con tend s  th a t  America i s  sim ply unaw are of
w hat i s  happening  to  i t s e l f :
"And though your very  f le sh  and  blood 
Be w hat your Eagle e a ts  and  d r in k s ,
You 'll p ra ise  him for th e  b e s t  of b i rd s ,
Not knowing w hat the  Eagle t h in k s . "
The elem ent of ev il  in  th e  un iverse  and  the  in a b i l i ty  of America
to  reco g n ize  i t  a re  th e  su b je c ts  of th e  ten th  and e lev en th  s t a n z a s .  The
u se  of co nven tio na l  oph id ian  im agery is  f re sh  and  exc iting  in  th e s e
s ta n z a s :
"The power i s  y o u r s , but not th e  s igh t;
You s e e  not upon w hat you tread ;
You have  the  a g es  for your g u id e ,
But not the  w isdom  to  be l e d .
"Think you to  t re a d  forever down 
The m erc ile ss  old  v e r i t ie s ?
And a re  you never to  have  e y es  
To s e e  th e  w orld for w hat i t  i s  ? "
The e v a n g e l is t  here  i s  a lluding  to  th e  1775 "Navy Jack" flag on w hich  
is  w r i t te n ,  DON'T TREAD ON ME, below th e  figure of a sn a k e .  R epe ti­
t io n  of th e  word " tread"  in d ic a te s  th a t  sn ak e  im agery i s  to  c o n tin u e .
The " m erc ile ss  old  v e r i t ie s "  refe r to  u n iv e rsa l  e v i l ,  rep re se n te d  by 
Sa tan  in  th e  g u ise  of a sn a k e .  The meaning of a l l  th is  i s  th a t  America 
i s  unw illing to  acknow ledge  the  e x is te n c e  of e v i l ,  w h ich  th e  e v a n g e lis t
fee ls  i s  an  inheren t part of the  na ture  of th e  u n iv e rse .  Again , i t  i s  
b e c a u s e  of sp ir i tu a l  b l in d n e ss  th a t  America i s  unwilling and unab le  to  
reco g n ize  the  p re se n c e  of e v i l ,  according to  the  e v a n g e l i s t .
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The l a s t  q u e s t io n  put forth to  America by him has  dead ly  im p l ic a ­
t io n s :
"Are you to  pay for w hat you have 
W ith  a l l  you are ? "
Apparently a t  th is  p o in t ,  th e  e v a n g e l i s t 's  a u d ie n c e ,  laughing and  u n a t-
te n t iv e ,  moved on to  o ther b u s in e s s  . The speak er  of the  poem id e n t i f ie s
h im self  w ith  the  "laughing crowd" and  a p p ra ise s  th e  s i tu a t io n  in  th e s e
th e  f ina l l in e s  of the  poem:
No other word 
W e c a u g h t ,  but w ith  a laughing  crowd 
Moved o n .  None h e ed e d , and few h ea rd .
In  "C a ssa n d ra"  Robinson p re sen ts  a  man o b s e s s e d  w ith  th e  b e l ie f  
th a t  Am erica, through sp ir i tu a l  b l in d n e ss  and through m ateria l w o rsh ip ,
i
i s  destroy ing  i t s e l f .  The concep t of sp ir i tu a l  b l in d n e ss  und ersco res  
th e  en tire  poem and  prov ides one of th e  b a s ic  p a tte rn s  of im agery th a t  
h e lp s  to  make "C a ssa n d ra"  a t ig h t ly  kn it  poem . There a re  e igh t a l lu ­
s ions  to  s ig h t  and b l in d n e ss  throughout th e  poem . Another unifying 
dev ice  c o n s i s t s  of im ages  b a s e d  on sym bols ind igenous to  American 
h is to ry  and to  the  American way of l i f e .  The E ag le , th e  figure u sed  
to  rep re se n t  Am erica, th e  D ove, th e  American symbol of p e a c e ,  and th e  
D o lla r ,  the  b a s ic  unit of th e  American monetary sy s te m — a ll  combine to  
form the  American su b s t i tu te  for the  Holy T rin ity . And th e  "Navy Jack" 
flag  prov ides th e  sym bolic  p a tte rn  for the  e v a n g e l i s t 's  d i s c u s s io n  of 
ev il  and  th e  American com pulsion  to d ism is s  ev il  a s  n o n -e x is te n t .
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By iden tify ing  h im self  w ith  th e  a u d ie n c e , the  sp eak e r  e x tr ic a te s  
h im self  from ex p re ss in g  any a t t i tu d e .  The very fac t  of h is  re la t in g  the  
story  of th e  e v a n g e lis t  in  the  m an 's  own w ords i s  perhaps in d ic a t iv e  
that he w as  a t  l e a s t  som ew hat a ffe c te d  by w hat the  e v a n g e lis t  had  to  
s a y .  By using  the  c la u s e ,  "None h e e d e d ,  " coupled  w ith h is  to ta l  
group id e n t i f ic a t io n ,  the  sp eak e r  le a d s  th e  rea d e r  to  b e liev e  th a t  to  
him th e  orator w a s  but a m atter of c u r io s i ty .  Of c o u rs e ,  for a r t i s t ic  
p u rp o se s ,  Robinson h as  ch osen  to  a s s ig n  only a minimal ro le  to  the  
sp e a k e r .  To go beyond flim sy co n jec tu re  concern ing  the  sp eak e r  and 
h is  a t t i tu d e  can  rev e a l  nothing v a l i d .
The u se  of qua tra in s  w ith  a b a s ic  abcb rhyme schem e is  p a r ­
t ic u la r ly  su i ted  to  a poem of th is  so r t .  It e n ab le s  th e  poet to ap p ro x i­
mate an  exhorta tion  rhy th m ica lly , w h ile  a t  th e  sam e t im e , only one 
rhyme per qua tra in  l e s s e n s  the  p o s s ib i l i ty  of the  l in e s  reading too 
sm ooth ly .
"H il lc re s t"
W ritten  for M rs . Edward M acdow ell ,  a t w hose  colony in  
Peterborough, New H am psh ire , Robinson w as  an annual g u e s t  for many 
y e a r s ,  "H il lc re s t"  (15-17) p ra is e s  the  co n tem pla tive  l ife  g u a ran teed  a 
re s id e n t  of the  co lo n y , not a s  a means of e sc a p e  from a w orld w hich  
b ru ise s  m an, but a s  a m eaningful s ta te  in  w hich  a man may le a rn  a 
" l i t t le  more th an  w hat he k n e w ."
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In "H il lc re s t"  th e re  is  l i t t le  doubt th a t  anyone but Robinson is  
the  sp e a k e r .  The poem beg ins  im p re ss iv e ly ,  and  a t once  the  a tm osphere
needed  for con tem pla tion  i s  e s ta b l is h e d :
No sound of any storm th a t  sh a k es  
Old i s la n d  w a lls  w ith  o lder s e a s  
Com es here  w here  now Septem ber makes 
An is la n d  in  a se a  of t r e e s .
In h is  poetry Robinson is  u su a l ly  s tingy  in  h is  u se  of d e sc r ip tion ;  he is  
not a poet who draw s h is  im ages abundantly  from the  na tu ra l  w orld . To 
him , i t  a p p e a rs ,  d e sc r ip t io n  ought to  further o ther e n d s .  In the  four 
l in e s  quoted  ab ove , the  p ic ture  g iven  is  one of fluid s e re n i ty .  To 
ach iev e  th is  e f fe c t ,  Robinson employs w ords w hose  so und s su g g e s t  
p e a c e .  He u s e s ,  for exam ple , the  "o" sound in "No so u n d ,"  " O ld ,"  
"C o m es ,"  and "now" and the  long "e" sound in  " s e a s , "  " s e a "  and 
" t r e e s . "  The firs t  l ine  s e ts  in opposition  the  so f tn e ss  of "No sound" 
to  the  h a rsh n e s s  of "storm and s h a k e s . "  Here i s  a s ta n z a  d e lib e ra te ly  
p lanned to  ach iev e  an  ind iv idua l effect;  it  i s  one of R ob inson 's  f in es t  
d e sc r ip t iv e  e f f o r t s .
The secon d  s ta n z a ,  w h ish  is  s l ig h tly  l e s s  e ffec tiv e  ly r ic a l ly ,  
t e l l s  th e  reader  th a t  a t M acD ow ell,
Between the  sun ligh t and the  sh ade  
A man may lea rn  t i l l  he  forgets 
The roaring of a w orld re m a d e ,
And a l l  h is  ru ins and r e g r e s t s .
H ere , away from the  growing pa ins  th a t  America i s  suffering and away
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from a m an 's  pe rsona l p a s t ,  an ind iv idual has tim e to forget what m is­
tak e s  he has  m ade.
In s ta n z a s  th ree  through f iv e ,  Robinson employs p a ra l le l  s truc tu re  
in p resen ting  a s e r ie s  of hyp o the tica l " I f 's "  tha t may happen to an a r t i s t  
who com es to  M acDowell w ith a pa rticu la rly  bad se t  of m em ories, and 
who fee ls  th a t  "a p lane t out of tune"  is  re sp o n s ib le  for "h is  jarred  
harm ony," a n d /o r  who com es prepared "to u n ro l l /  H is index  of a d a g io s , "  
then "be g iven  to c o n so le /H u m a n ity  w ith  what he k n o w s ."  Of th is  type 
of man, the m alcontent a r t i s t ,  Robinson s a y s :
He may by contem pla tion  lea rn  
A l i t t le  more than  w hat he knew ,
And even  se e  great oaks return 
To acorns  out of w hich  they grew .
In add it ion ,
He may, if he but l i s te n  w e l l ,
Through tw iligh t and the s i le n c e  h e re ,
Be to ld  what there  are none may te l l  
To v a n ity 's  im patient ea r .
And, Robinson c o n tin u e s ,  th is  man may never aga in  be qu ite  as  c e r ta in
as he w as of what the" future holds for him or a s  c e r ta in  of
W hat su n li t  labyrin th  of pain 
He may not en ter and endure .
In e f fe c t ,  the  a r t is t  w il l  lea rn ,  if he is  r e c e p t iv e ,  humility and the  
courage tha t so often  accom pan ies  hum ility . T hese  he w ill  gain  from 
being allow ed simply to  con tem pla te  in the most id e a l  of environm ents 
for the  a r t i s t ,  the M acD owell C o lony .
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In the  n in th , te n th ,  and e lev en th  s t a n z a s ,  Robinson aga in  employs
pa ra l le l  s t ru c tu re .  Each s ta n z a  beg in s  w ith  "Who" follow ed by a verb
and each  i s ,  in  a s e n s e ,  p re sc r ip t iv e .  S tanza  nine t e l l s  tha t  through
un d e rs tan d in g , presum ably both of o n e 's  s e l f  and of the  w orld in
w hich  he l iv e s ,  one "May lea rn  to  count no thing too s t r a n g e ,"  and
conc lu des  w ith  th is  a s se r t io n :
Love bu ilds  of w hat Time ta k e s  aw ay,
Till Death i t s e l f  i s  l e s s  than  C h ange .
The ten th  s ta n z a  m ain ta ins th a t  if  an in d iv idua l (Robinson, I am su re ,  
is  concerned  in "H il lc re s t"  w ith  the ind iv idua l w hose  l ife  i s  d ed ica ted  
to a r t i s t ic  p u r p o s e s - - i . e . , the p o e t,  p a in te r ,  et ce tera ) le a rn s  enough 
"in h is  d u r e s s , "  he "May go a s  far a s  dream s have g o n e ."  This s ta n z a  
co n c ludes  w ith  the  co n verse  of the  above:
Who s e e s  a l i t t le  may do l e s s  
Than many who are b lind  have  done .
And the  e leven th  s ta n za  p icks up the  nega tive  note on w hich  the  p re ­
ceding s ta n z a  e n d s .
Both the  la s t  two s ta n z a s  of "H il lc re s t"  re i te ra te  th is  nega tive  
p e rs p e c t iv e .  In the tw elfth  Robinson s e e s  "Far journeys and hard 
w andering" for the  a r t i s t  who k e ep s  the  world d is ta n t  from him self; 
the poet is  arguing here for the  n e c e s s i ty  of coming to  g rips  w ith  the  
world; he is  denying rom antic e s c a p e .  W in te rs ,  I feel, has  some ra ther 
in te res tin g  comm ents on the  "s ta tem en t of p r in c ip le s"  inheren t in 
"H il lc re s t" :
107
. . . th e  poem rep re se n ts  a p re tty  ex p lic i t  negation  of the  
e s s e n t ia l  id e a s  of the  rom antic  m ovem ent, e sp e c ia l ly  as  
th a t  movement has  been  rep re se n te d  by th e  Emersonian t r a d i ­
tion : i t  t e l l s  us tha t l ife  i s  a  very  trying ex p er ien ce , to  be 
endured only w ith  pain  and  to  be understood only  w ith  d iffi­
cu lty ; tha t  e a s y  'so lu tions are m is lead ing; that a l l  so lu tion s  
must be sc ru tin ized ; and th a t  unders tand ing  is  n e c e s s a ry .  It 
i s  a poem on th e  tragedy  of human life a n d  on the  va lue  of 
contem plation; i t  e x p re s s e s  n e ith e r  d e sp a ir  nor trium ph, but 
ra ther recogn ition  and e v a lu a t io n .  16
"H il lc res t"  con c ludes  w ith  a pa rt icu la rly  fine s ta n za :
And a l l  h is  w isdom  is  unfound,
Or l ike  a web th a t  error w eaves 
On airy looms th a t  have  a sound 
No louder now th an  fa l l in g  l e a v e s .
There is  l i t t le  doubt th a t  "H il lc res t"  is  a  poem in  w hich  the  a b s tra c t  
i s  explo ited ; the  l i t t l e  d e sc r ip tio n  employed ( f irs t ,  se c o n d ,  and la s t  
s ta n za s )  is  func tiona l and n o n -d e c o ra t iv e . The a b s tra c t  concep t of 
con tem plation  is  g iven  ton a l  e x p re s s io n  at th e  beginning of the poem, 
and through the  unifying dev ice  of pa ra lle l  s t ru c tu re ,  contem pla tion  
rem ains R obinson 's  main c o n ce rn . B a s ica lly ,  he i s  p ra is ing  the  
M acDowell Colony b e c a u se  i t  g iv es  the  a r t is t  a chance  to  exam ine both  
him self  and the  world from a favorab le  van tage  po in t, one away from th e  
p re s su re s  and demands tha t the  da ily  b u s in e s s  of l iv ing  e x a c ts .  At 
M acDowell th is  man can  c o n te m p la te , but Robinson does not g ive 
b lanke t p ra ise  to  such; the  va lu e  of th e  MacDowell experien ce  (and
^^W inters , p p . 3 1 -3 2 .
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by im p lica tion  any com parable  experience) u l t im ate ly  r e s t s  w ith  the  
in d iv id u a l . Depending upon h is  inward ab il i ty  to  g row , he may or may 
not be  a b e t te r  human b e in g .
A p h ilo so p h ica l  poem such  a s  "H il lc re s t"  c an  be  su b jec t  to  
e x c e s s e s .  The a b s t ra c t  can  dom inate to such  an  ex ten t  th a t  meaning 
is  only re lev an t  in  a p e rso n a l  and  private  s e n s e ,  or the  a b s t ra c t  can  
le a d ,  a s  i t  so  o ften  d o e s ,  to  u n ju s t if iab le  p re sc r ip t io n  or b lanke t 
m orality . I th ink  th a t  Robinson in  "H il lc re s t"  h a s  deftly  avo ided  th e s e  
p i t f a l l s .  By co n tinu a l  u se  of th e  h y p o the tica l  " if" and  "may" and by 
no p a rt icu la r  man s ing led  out a s  th e  rec ip ie n t  of the  M acD ow ell e x p e r­
i e n c e ,  he renders  p resc r ip t io n  and  judgment on a minimal l e v e l .  S t i l l ,  
though , the  im p lica tio ns  are  in  no w ay l e s s e n e d .  And by the  c r i s p ­
n e s s  of the  s t a n z a s ,  th e  u se  of a s tandard  abab  rhyme sch em e , and th e  
fine but sharp ly  con tro lled  and functional d e sc r ip t io n ,  Robinson a lw ays 
i s  on top of th e  a b s t r a c t .  W in te r s ,  to o ,  fe e ls  th a t  R obinson 's  m anage­
ment of su b jec t  and h is  q ua lity  of writing are  q u ite  good in  "H il lc re s t" :  
"In th e s e  s ta n z a s  / .sev en  through n in e /a n d  th o se  fo llow ing , R obinson 's  
s ty le  i s  a t som ething near  i t s  g r e a t e s t . "  He co n tin u es  th a t  in  th e  e igh th  
s ta n z a  " the v isu a l  im age" and in  the  ninth " the a b s t ra c t  s ta tem en t of th e  
l a s t  two l in e s ,  are  equally  im p re s s iv e ."  W in te rs  a ls o  comments th a t  the  
w riting  in  the  l a s t  s ta n z a s  "has  g rea t s t re n g th ,  and  the  senso ry  im age of
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th e  fina l s ta n z a  has  not only ex traord inary  d e sc r ip t iv e  beau ty  but g rea t 
power of sum m ary. " 17
"Eros Turannos"
If not th e  b e s t  of R ob inson 's  ly r ic s ,  "Eros Turannos" ("Love, the 
Tyrant") (32-33) su re ly  ranks a s  one of h is  b e s t  two or th re e ,  and it  
s ta n d s  very high among ly r ic s  in  the  English  l a n g u a g e . To A dam s, 
w hose  study  of th e  poem i s  one of the  most com plete  to  d a te ,  "Eros 
Turannos" re f le c ts  th e  major purposes  of poetry in  th e  rom antic  t r a d i ­
t ion : "to affirm , d e m o n s tra te ,  and embody in  concre te  sym bolic  em o­
t io n a l  term s the  va lue  of l ife  and th e  rea l i ty  of im m ediate  person al
TO
e x p e r ie n c e ."
The id en ti ty  of the  sp eak e r  is  unknown; a l l  the  read er  knows is  
th a t  he i s  from th e  harbor community in  w hich  the  p ro tagon is t  of the  
poem r e s i d e s .  The poem is  about a woman w ho , fearful of liv ing  a lo n e ,  
rem ains w ith  a man who apparen tly  has  t re a te d  her qu ite  b a d ly . The 
nature  of h is  o f fen ses  i s  never made ex p lic i t ly  c le a r .  In the  f irs t  
s t a n z a ,  the  sp eak e r  t e l l s  why th e  woman w ill  never g ive  up the  man:
SHE fea rs  him , and w il l  a lw ays ask  
W hat fa ted  her to  ch o o se  him;
She m eets in  h is  engaging mask 
All re a so n s  to  re fu se  him;
17I b i d . , p p .  3 0 -3 1 .
1^Adams, 151.
But w hat she  m eets and  w hat she  fears  
Are l e s s  th an  are th e  downward y e a r s ,
Drawn slow ly  to  the  foam less  w e irs  
Of a g e ,  w ere  she  to  lo se  him.
I th ink  th a t  i t  i s  re a so n a b le  to  assum e tha t  the  man and woman 
of the  poem are  m arried . It app ea rs  tha t  there  is  a d isc rep an cy  be tw een  
th e  ap p ea ran ce  the  man g ives  to her and h is  behav io r  tow ard , or at 
l e a s t  in  regard  to ,  h e r .  Already in  th e  poem, the  read e r  is  led  to  
b e lie v e  th a t  the  woman is  in secu re ;  w hether th is  in se cu r i ty  has  been  
c a u s e d  by her husband  or w hether i t  i s  a  product of her youth is  unknown;
I prefer to  th ink  th a t  before she  met him she  w as  in s e c u re .  To the  wom an, 
th e  p ro sp ec t  of facing o ld  age a lone  is  w orse  th an  living w ith  th is  man. 
The "foam less  w e i r s /  Of age" i s  a  curious but appropria te  im age . I 
tak e  i t  to  m ean th a t  w hen a person  is  old he is  no longer ab le  to  ob struc t 
and d ivert th e  s tream s of ex perience  th a t  flow upon him . The en tity  of 
o ld  age  i s  so  in e f fe c tu a l  th a t  it  i s  even  unable  to  c re a te  foam; in  a 
s te a d y ,  unre len ting  s tream , th e  w a te r  moves upon and over the  o ld .
The seco nd  s ta n z a  beg ins  w ith th e  s p e a k e r 's  o b se rv a tion  th a t  the  
w ife  once  could  und ers tand  her husband; sh e  w a s  once ab le  to  se e  
benea th  h is  m ask . H ow ever, the  sp eak e r  c a l ls  a tten t io n  to  her 
"blurred s a g a c i ty , "  w hich  perhaps su g g e s ts  th a t  she  i s  not pa rticu la rly  
in te l l ig e n t .  The word "Love" ap p ea rs  in  an unusua l con tex t in  th e  th ird  
line  of th i s  s ta n z a ;
Betw een a b lurred  sa g ac i ty
That once  had power to  sound him,
And L ov e , th a t  w il l  not le t  him be 
The Judas th a t  she  found him .
W hen  sh e  f i r s t  met him , she  must have  b e e n  aw are of h is  shortcom ings
and probably  tr ie d  to  make him in to  som eone e l s e .  C aught be tw een  her
"blurred s a g a c i ty "  and the  force of her love  for h im , both of w hich  have
been  and now are fa il ing  h e r ,  she  tu rns to  her  pride:
Her pride a s s u a g e s  her a lm o s t ,
As if  i t  w ere  a lone  th e  c o s t .
She w il l  not le t  him g o , not only b e c a u se  she  fea rs  the  "downward
y e a r s , "  but a ls o  b e c a u se  of her  p r id e . The l in e ,  "As if  i t  w ere  a lone
the  c o s t , "  seem s to  be an  iron ica l  a p p ra isa l  by the  sp e a k e r .  She may
be fooling h e rs e l f ,  or at l e a s t  "a lm ost"  fooling h e rs e l f ,  but her husband
is  w e l l  aw are  of her em otions:
He s e e s  th a t  he w il l  not be l o s t ,
And w a i ts  and looks around him.
Why he is  w a iting  and look ing , w hat he is  w aiting  for and looking
a t ,  and why he is  doing nothing about w hat he i s  w a iting  for and looking
a t ,  provide th e  su b jec t  m atter for th e  f irs t  four l in e s  of the  th ird  s ta n z a :
A s e n s e  of o c e a n  and old t r e e s  
Envelops and a l lu re s  him;
T rad ition , touching  a l l  he s e e s ,
B eguiles and re a s s u re s  him .
The s p e a k e r 's  a t t i tu d e  seem s to  be th a t  th e  man i s  d ece iv ed  by " t ra d i­
t ion" ; if  th is  i s  the  c a s e ,  the  reader  shou ld  a sk  w he th er  or not the  
sp eak e r  fe e ls  tha t  th e  man i s  ju s t i f ie d  in  w anting  to  se v e r  h is  r e la t io n ­
ship  w ith  th e  w om an. There are  in d ic a t io n s  in  th e  poem th a t  the  woman
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i s  not normal and  ad jus ted ; and  Robinson seem s a lw ays  to  b e liev e  tha t
there  a re  two s id e s  to  every s to ry .
The third s ta n z a  conc ludes  w ith  th e s e  l in e s :
And a ll  her  doubts of w hat he sa y s
Are dimmed w ith  what she  knows of days  —
T ill  even  p re jud ice  d e la y s
And f a d e s ,  and  she  se cu re s  him .
The wife does not be liev e  w ha t her husband  w ith  h is  "engaging  mask" t e l l s
her; how ever, w h a t sh e  knows of lo n e l in e s s  forbids her leav ing  him. The
la s t  two lines  of the s ta n za  a re  puzzling ; I th ink  th e  sp eak e r  i s  trying to
ind ica te  a  p a ssa g e  of time and  to sa y  th a t  f ina lly  sh e  g iv es  up in  her
ba ttle  w i th  h e rse lf  over w hat to  do and a c c e p ts  him for w hat he i s .
N eff 's  in te rp re ta t io n  of the s i tu a t io n  seem s to  be som ew hat wrong: "A
woman o f  in te l le c t ,  t a s t e ,  and  w e a lth  who h a s  so re ly  b lundered  in
marriage holds to  her Judas h usband  out of pride and  out of fear of
19lonely o ld  age . There i s  no ev idence  in  the  te x t  to  ju s t i fy  ca lling  
her  "A woman of in te l le c t ,  t a s t e ,  and  w e a l th . "  Perrine  m akes the  sam e 
a ssu m ptio n  w hen  he s ta te s  th a t  she  " is  the  p a tr ic ia n  daughter of an old 
a r is to c ra t ic  family who o ccu p ies  a large  h o use  on an  e s ta te  overlooking 
th e  sea  . . . ."2 0
There is  a p a s sa g e  of tim e be tw een  the  f irs t  th re e  and th e  la s t  
three  s t a n z a s . I tak e  the  f i r s t  th ree  a s  e s ta b l ish in g  and reso lv ing  both
19Neff, p .  181.
9 n Laurence Perr ine . The E xp lica to r . VIII (December 1949), Item 20.
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the  w i f e 's  and  h u sb a n d 's  in d iv idua l p rob lem s. She has  d ec id ed  to  
stay  w ith  him; he has  dec id ed  to  s ta y  w ith  h e r .  There is  no mention 
of the  husband  in  any of the  l a s t  th ree  s t a n z a s ,  and the  w ife  i s  sa id  
to be liv ing  a lo n e .  Not only do th e s e  support the  th e s is  th a t  t im e , 
probably a co n s id e ra b le  p e riod , has  p a s s e d ,  but they  re in force  the  
reading th a t  the  w ife  i s  now in  a changed  m ental s t a t e .  In the  f irs t  
th ree  s t a n z a s ,  d e sp i te  her in s e c u r i ty ,  the  sp e ak e r  ta lk s  of her a s  being 
som ewhat ra t iona l;  how ever, in  the  f irs t  four l in e s  of the  fourth s ta n z a ,  
the read er  m eets her th is  way:
The falling le a f  in au gu ra te s  
The re ign  of her  confusion;
The pounding w ave  rev e rb e ra tes  
The dirge of her  i l lu s io n .
The time of year  i s  autumn (sym b o lica lly , perhaps the  w ife is  e i th e r  in ,  
or rap id ly  a p p ro a ch in g , old a g e ) , and sh e  i s  suffering from some kind 
of c o l la p s e  in  her m ental f a c u l t i e s .  The "pounding w ave"  re p e a ts  the 
same song: her h u sb a n d 's  d irg e .  I read  the  word " i l lu s io n "  a s  referring 
to the  s p e a k e r 's  concep tion  of the  light in  w hich  th e  w ife  regarded  her 
h u sb an d . He i s  now d e a d , and  her fea rs  of the  "downward y e a rs"  have  
m a te r ia l ize d .  Of c o u rse ,  the  husband  sim ply cou ld  have  left;  but the  
th ird  s ta n z a  ends w ith  such  f in a l i ty  th a t  I am com pelled  to  b e lie v e  th a t  
he is  d e a d .  It is  a ltoge the r  p o s s ib le ,  and  even  p ro bab le ,  th a t  her 
breakdown w as  c a u se d  by her h u sb a n d 's  p a ss in g  away; the  sp eak e r  
makes i t  fa ir ly  c le a r  a t  the  beginning  of the  poem th a t  the  woman is
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in se cu re  and dependen t on her  husband  for em otional s u s te n a n c e ,
d e sp i te  h is  f a i l in g s . The l a s t  four l in e s  of th is  s ta n z a  a ls o  su g g es t
th a t  he i s  dead:
And hom e, w here  p a s s io n  lived  and  d ied ,
Becomes a p lace  w here  sh e  can  h id e ,
W hile  a l l  the  town and harbor s ide  
Vibrate w ith  her  s e c lu s io n .
The la s t  two l in e s  in troduce  a c t iv e ly  in to  the  poem th e  people  of the
community. The w ife ,  liv ing a lone  and hiding from th e  w orld , has
becom e an ob jec t of c u r io s i ty .  I am com pelled  to  d isa g ree  w ith
B arnard 's  reading  th a t  the  man le f t  h is  w ife  and th a t  she  has  to  be a
woman of c u l tu re ,  and so  forth .
It h a s  a lw ays seem ed  to  m e . . . th a t  the  s to ry  is  brought to 
a c lim ax by the  h u sb a n d 's  d e se r t io n  of th e  w ife .  S tan za  3 
s u g g e s ts  th a t  he has b e en  a foo tloose  c h a ra c te r  whom " tra d i­
t ion "  (and the  f la tte r ing  p a s s io n  shown for him by an in te l l i ­
g e n t ,  c u ltu red ,  and presum ably w ealthy  woman) "b eg u ile s "  
in to  accep ting  marriage and re s p e c ta b i l i ty ,  but w h o , after 
the  novelty  has  worn o ff ,  becom es bored and moves on . 
Furthermore, only some such  dram atic  happening  would make 
the .tow n  "v ib ra te"  w ith  e x c i ted  g o ss ip ;  and "h ide" su g g e s ts  
(to me) a refuge w here  sh e  can  be  a lo n e . . . .21
At the  beginning  of the  fifth s t a n z a ,  the  sp e a k e r ,  who in  a
ty p ic a l ly  Robinson way id e n t i f ie s  h im se lf  w ith  the  c o l le c t iv e  en tity  of
the  tow n, i ron ica lly  comments on the  in ab il i ty  of people  to  know o ther
people  and on the  penchan t th a t  people  share  for g o ss ip in g :
21Barnard, p .  278.
W e te l l  you , tapping  on our b row s ,
The s to ry  a s  i t  shou ld  b e , —
As if the  story  of a  house  
W ere  to ld ,  or ever  cou ld  b e .
At th is  point in  "Eros T u ra n n o s ," the  read er  i s  sha rp ly  rem inded of
"The H ouse on the  H i l l , "  in  w h ich  th e  to w nspeo p le  a re  s a id  to  exh ib it
s im ila r  b e h av io r .  The sp e ak e r  con tinues  in  th is  sam e v e in  of irony
for th e  l a s t  four l in e s  of the  s ta n z a :
W e 'l l  have  no k indly  v e il  be tw een  
Her v is io n s  and th o se  we have s e e n , —
As if w e g u e s s e d  w hat he rs  have  b e e n ,
Or w hat they  a re  or w ould b e .
The u se  of "ve il"  and "v is io n s"  re in fo rces  th e  i l lu so ry  nature  of the  
w ife 's  im age of her h u sb a n d . In th e  sam e w a y , p e rh a p s ,  th a t  she s e e s  
him , th e  people  in  th e  tow n are  m is taken  in  th e i r  a p p ra is a l  of the  
"hom e, w here  p a s s io n  l iv e d  and d ied"  and in  th e i r  c o n je c tu re s  of th e  
c h a ra c te rs  who e n ac te d  th e  dram a. The poin t th a t  Robinson pounds here  
i s  th a t  no one can  know anyone e l s e .  I am not su re  th a t  I concur w ith  
Adams' read ing  of the  man as  em otionally  dry: "The h o u se  may be  a 
p lace  w here  p a s s io n  has  d ie d ,  a s  the  neighbors b e l ie v e ,  but p a s s io n  
has  l iv e d  w ith  her a s  i t  seem s not to  have done w ith  th em . . . . From 
w hat w e know of him , he appea rs  in ca p ab le  of any  in te n s e  em otion, 
w he ther  of pa in  or of e c s t a s y .  . . . 1,22 Perrine i s  right w hen  he  s t a te s
22Adam s, 147.
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th a t  th e  to w n sp e o p le 's  s to r ie s  "show incom plete  unders tand ing  of 
p sy ch o lo g ica l  su b t le t ie s  and incom plete  com pass io n  for human 
f ra i l ty .  . . ."23
In the  f i rs t  four l in e s  of the  s ix th  and  f ina l s t a n z a ,  the  speake r  
t e l l s  us th a t  th e  sp e c u la t io n s  of the  tow nspeop le  can  do th e  w ife  no 
ha rm ,
for they  
That w ith  a god have s t r iv e n ,
Not hearing  much of w ha t w e s a y ,
Take w hat the  god has  g iv en .
The god referred  to  here  I ta k e  to  mean the  god of love; th is  i s  the  only 
p o s s ib le  read ing  in  l ig h t  of the  c o n te x t ,  and "Love" pe rson if ied  in ,th e  
th ird  l ine  of the  second  s ta n z a  adds support to  th is  r e a d in g . The wife 
i s  ob liv ious  to  w hat anyone sa y s  about her; she  made th e  commitment and 
is  tak ing  th e  c o n s e q u e n c e s .
The l a s t  four l in e s  of "Eros Turannos" are a  b r i l l ian t  im a g is t ic  
portraya l of ju s t  "what th e  god has  g iven" :
Though lik e  w a v es  break ing  i t  may b e ,
Or l ike  a c h an g e d  fam iliar  t r e e ,
Or l ike  a s ta irw ay  to  the  se a  
W here  down th e  b lind  are  d r iv e n .
By th e  very fac t  th a t  " it"  has  se v e ra l  p o s s ib le  re fe re n ts ,  th e  sp eak e r
i s  adm itting th a t  i t  i s  im p o ss ib le  for anyone to  know e x ca tly  w hat the
^ P e r r i n e ,  The Explica tor (December 1949).
117
w om an 's  em otional reac tio n s  a re ,  but he is  making the  effort to  go 
in s ide  h e r  mind, so  to  sp e a k ,  to  d isc o v e r  them . Before I give w hat 
I think i s  a p ro bab le , if  not the c o rre c t ,  read ing  of the  three im a g es ,
I think i t  im portant th a t  I reproduce here the in te rp re ta t io n s  offered by 
Perrine and Adams. Perrine a rgues th a t  "The l a s t  th ree  im ages c h a ra c ­
te r ize  th e  life th a t  Love has brought: i t  i s  m ournful, m onotonous, and 
d e s t ru c t iv e ,  l ike  the  sea ;  i t  has  changed  for her a l l  the s c e n e s  of her 
ea r l ie r  h a p p in e ss ;  i t  i s  d e sp o tic  and c rue l and w hips her like a s lave  
toward dea th  and d e s t r u c t io n .1,24 Here is  Adam 's ex tended  reading:
The im ages of b lin dness  and downward p rogress  and fo rces 
beyond human power to  r e s i s t  or contro l are  th e re ,  in the 
f in a l  p o s i t io n ,  and th ey  may w e ll  be regarded  a s  c o n c lu s iv e .
But there  are s t i l l  a l te rn a t iv e s ,  w ith  som ew hat d ifferent m ean­
in g s  and in te rp re ta t io n s ,  and there  is  s t i l l  th e  g if t .  The 
"w aves breaking" have to do w ith  t im e , in  one of the  two 
a s p e c t s  under w hich it  i s  p re sen te d  in the  poem: th a t  of 
monotony or u n c h an g in g n ess ,  w hich  h as  been  p rev ious ly  su g ­
g e s te d  by "the foam less  w e i r s /  Of a g e , "  by th e  m an 's  " se n se  
o f ocean" linked  with comfortable " trad ition , " and by "The 
pounding w ave" w h ich , in th e  to w n sp e o p le 's  v iew  of the lady ,
" re v e rb e ra te s /  The dirge of her  i l l u s io n  " In th is  a s p e c t ,
"the downward y e a rs"  and "what she knows of d a y s " —the 
e n d le s s ,  unprofitab le  tomorrow and tomorrow— are the a l te rn a -  
g iv e  to  her d e fe a t  and ens lav em en t by the  god of love; and she  
n o t  un reaso nab ly  prefers to  be overcome by an  e c s ta s y  of 
p a s s io n  ra ther than  by mere a t t r i t io n ,  even  though the e c s ta s y  
m ay be short and the a t tr i t io n  may go on an y h o w . The image of 
"a  changed fam iliar t ree "  in d ic a te s  o ther p o s s ib i l i t i e s .  For the 
man "old t r e e s "  combine w ith  "ocean" to  a s s u re  him of the  com­
fort and sa fe ty  he ex p ec ts  to  find in the  la d y 's  house; but for 
th e  lady  h e rse lf  the g ift of love may change th e s e  old fam iliar  
t r e e s — and any change may be b e tte r  than  n o ne . To h e r ,  a t  
l e a s t ,  s in ce  life  is  change , the  t re e s  are  a l iv e ,  w hereas  to the
^ 4 L o c .  c i t .
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man they  appear to  rep re sen t  mere secu rity ;  and the  only rea l  
s e c u r i ty ,  the  only sure refuge from the  uncoun tab le  i l l s  of 
l i f e ,  i s  in death ; or b e t te r  y e t ,  in  never having l ived  at 
a l l .  . . . W e should  . . . co n s id e r  the  l a s t  four l in e s  of the  
poem as  being probably iro n ic ,  a s  aga in  referring at l e a s t  
partly  to the  to w n 's  point of v iew , w hich  is  ex p lic i t ly  sa id  to 
be in a d e q u a te ,  ra the r  th an  to  the truer view the  sp eak e r  h in ts  
a t in h is  mention of "what the  god has g iv e n " .  . . . 2 5
I cannot ag ree  tha t the la s t  four l in e s  are iron ic  or th a t  they refer to 
the  to w n 's  point of v iew . The sp eak e r  here is  s in ce re ly  trying to  un d e r­
s tand  the  wom an, even  though , a s  is  so  o ften  the  c a s e  in R obinson, he 
id en t if ie s  h im self  w ith  the  to w n sp e o p le .  My b e lie f  is  th a t  the  l a s t  th ree  
im ages are sym bolic  re p re se n ta t io n s  of death ; th a t  i s ,  the  god has g iven  
to  th is  woman d e a t h , ^  though the sp eak e r  r e a l iz e s  th a t  he is  unable  
to  in te rp re t ex ac tly  the  way in  which th is  death  i s  being m anifes ted  to 
h e r .  W hen w aves  b rea k ,  they  are o v e r - - th r o u g h - - d e a d . At the  
beginning of the  fourth s ta n z a ,  the  time of the  year su g g e s te d  by the  
"falling lea f"  i s  au tum n, so  "a changed  fam iliar t ree "  i s  a t ree  in 
autumn when the  le a v e s  have fa l len  and the  t ree  is  b a re .  The b a re n e s s  
of the  tree  w ith i ts  le a v e s  fa llen  again  is  a sym bolic  re p re se n ta t io n  of 
the c e s s a t io n  of l i f e .  The "s ta irw ay  to  the s e a / W h e r e  down the  blind 
are driven" su g g e s ts  the  "downward y e a rs "  of the  f irs t s t a n z a ,  and 
should  be read  once more a s  a symbol of d e a th .  Blindly driven by the 
god of lo v e ,  the  woman h e rse lf  i s  being driven to  d e a th .
25Adams, 148-149 .
^^This read ing  w as  su g g e s te d  to  me by Karen I e h le ,  a former 
s tu d e n t .
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W inters  sa y s  tha t "Eros Turannos" is  "one of the  g rea te s t  short 
poems in the  l a n g u a g e .  "27 U nfortunate ly  W in te r s , w ith  w hose  a p p ra isa l  
I heartily  concu r ,  does not offer any s u b s ta n t ia l  a n a ly s is  or rea so n s  for 
h is favorable  e v a lu a t io n ,  ex cep t for th is  s ta tem en t:  " . . .  th is  p iece  
has  the  su b s ta n c e  of a short novel or a trag ic  dram a, yet i ts  b rev ity  
has re su l te d  in no po verty—its  brevity  has r e s u l te d ,  ra th e r ,  in a c o n ­
cen tra t ion  of meaning and power.. "28
Robinson un ifies  th is  l i t t le  drama b r i l l ian t ly  through two b a s ic  
pa tte rns  of im agery . In order to  put a c ro ss  to  the  reader  the  motif of 
im poss ib le  to ta l  knowledge of one person  of an o th e r ,  Robinson employs 
words re la ting  to  v is ion  and s ig h t .  Not only can  the  tow nspeop le  never 
rea lly  know what went on be tw een  the  husband and the  w ife ,  but even  
the wife never rea lly  could  se e  through her hu sb an d , although in the 
beginning of the ir  re la tio n sh ip  her powers were stronger than  they  ever 
w ere  a g a in .  W ords signifying v is io n  and s igh t are laced  throughout 
the s ix  s ta n z a s  and ce r ta in ly  bind the poem together:  (1) "m ask";
(2) "b lu rred ,"  " s e e s , "  " looks"; (3) " s e e s , "  "dimmed"; (4) " i l lu s io n " ;
(5) " v e i l , "  " v is io n ,"  " se en " ;  (6) " b l in d ."  Louis O . Coxe no tes  tha t 
R obinson 's  use  of "w av es , t r e e s ,  s ta i r s  lead ing  down" are in teg ra lly  
re la ted  to meaning in the  poem: "Throughout, th e s e  sym bols contro l 
and provide a c en te r  for the  m eanings p o ss ib le  to the poem, and from
2 7 w in te r s ,  p . 11.
28Ibid .  , p .  32.
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the mention of 'downward y e a r s '  and  foam less  w e i r s '  in  the  f irs t  s ta n z a  
to the  tr ip le  v is io n  of the  l a s t  four l in e s  th e s e  e lem en ts  recu r ,  the  sam e 
but a l te re d .  "29
The secon d  pa tte rn  of im agery , a s  I s e e  i t ,  i s  not functionally  
re la ted  to  a motif, but it does a s s i s t  g rea tly  in unifying the  co n te x t .
The se t t in g  of th is  l i t t le  drama is  in a harbor community; co n seq u e n tly ,  
the dominant na tu ra l image would lo g ic a l ly  be w a te r .  In the  f irs t  s ta n z a ,  
there  is  mention of the  "foam less  w e i r s . "  The reader  lea rn s  in  the 
second  lin e  of the  second  s ta n z a  th a t  the  w ife "once  had power to 
sound h im ."  In nau tica l  u s a g e ,  "to sound" means v a r iou s ly  to 
m easure th e  depth  of w a te r ,  to  exam ine the  floor of the  o c e a n ,  and so  
forth . The th ird  s ta n z a  beg ins  w ith  the  sp eak e r  re la ting  th a t  "A s e n s e  
of ocean  . . . Envelops and a l lu re s "  the  h u sb a n d . In the  fourth s ta n z a ,  
"The pounding w ave"  produces in the  mind of th e  w ife  "The dirge of her 
i l lu s io n .  " And in the  im a g is t ic  co n c lu s io n  to  the  poem , two of the  
three  im ages are drawn d irec tly  from the  s e a :  "Though lik e  w aves  
breaking" and "like  a s ta irw ay  to the  s e a . "  The o ther im age , th a t  of 
"a changed  fam iliar t r e e , " might be sa id  to be w hat Coxe and Perrine 
contend i s  a th ird  pa tte rn  of im agery: t r e e s  and l e a v e s . B e s i d e s  "A 
se n se  of o c e a n , " the  h usband  in  the  beginning  of the  th ird  s ta n z a  is
29C o x e , "E. A. Robinson: The Lost T ra d i t io n ,"  252. 
3 ^Perrine , The Explicator (December 1949).
enveloped  and a llu red  by "old t r e e s " ;  and  the  sp e a k e r  refers  in  the  
beginning  of the  fourth s ta n z a  to  "The fa lling  le a f"  w hich  " in a u g u ra te s /  
The re ign  of her co n fu s io n .  "
I th ink  th a t  the  l in e s  quoted  from "Eros T urannos" in  the  above 
d is c u s s io n  te s t i fy  to the  extrem ely appropria te  s e le c t io n  of language 
on the  part of R obinson. Apart from th e  pa tte rn s  of im agery , a tten t io n  
a ls o  should  be  paid  to  the  w ay  in  w hich th is  poem i s  s tru c tu re d .  Not 
only i s  th e re  a time la p s e  be tw een  th e  f i r s t  th ree  and th e  l a s t  th ree  
s t a n z a s ,  but the  poem 's  two d iv is io n s  have  d ifferent yet re la te d  
f o c u s e s . In the  firs t  th ree  Robinson d w e lls  upon th e  re sp e c t iv e  c o n ­
f l ic ts  of the  two ch a rac te rs ;  th is  le a d s  up to  the  re so lu tio n s  of the  th ird  
s ta n z a :  the  husband  and w ife  w il l  s ta y  to g e th e r .  The la s t  th ree  
s t a n z a s ,  w ith  the  husband  co n sp icu o u s ly  a b s e n t ,  focus rightly  on th e  
w ife 's  em otional s ta te  in  her "downward y e a r s , "  and  in troduce  one 
of R ob inson 's  favorite  motifs: know ledge of p e o p le .  G en e ra lly ,  w hen  
Robinson i s  working w ith in  the  con tex t o f .peop le  knowing o ther p e o p le ,  
he has a  further o b jec tiv e  in  mind: th a t  of develop ing  in  the  reader  an  
a tt i tu d e  of co m p ass io n  w hich  com es to  him through a  s in c e re  a ttem pt a t  
unders tand ing  the  c h a rac te r  or c h a ra c te rs  in  q u e s t io n  and through 
rea liz in g  th a t  each  ch a rac te r  (evervman by im plication) i s  un ique . This 
i s  so in  "Eros Turannos"; i t  f inds i t s  most poignant e x p re ss io n  through 
th e  use  of irony in  the  fifth s t a n z a .  The reader i s  aware of the  w om an 's  
in se cu r i ty  and her f e a r s . He u n d e rs tan d s  why sh e  i s  com pelled  to
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rem ain  w ith  a  man whom she  bo th  fea rs  and d o u b ts . It i s  in te res tin g  
to  no te  tha t  th e re  i s  no ex p lic i t  condem nation  of th e  hu sband  by the  
speaker;  he too  h a s  h is  p rob lem s. W ith  the  fourth s ta n z a ,  th e  reader 
is  im m edia te ly  shocked  in to  the  re a l i ty  of th e  w i f e 's  em otional s t a te .
Robinson sa v e s  th i s  poem from slipping  in to  melodrama by having 
the sp e a k e r  remark in  th e  l a s t  s ta n z a  th a t  the  w ife  ta k e s  "what th e  god 
has g iv e n ."  "Eros Turannos" i s  a  moving ly r ic ,  un if ied  through p a tte rn s  
of im agery  and through a c o n s is te n t  u s e  of th e  p re s e n t  t e n s e ,  and 
s tru c tu red  lo g ic a l ly .  Through a c lo s e  exam ination  of th e  poem , the  
read e r  lea rn s  w h a t Robinson is  try ing  to  do and i s  h im self  en riched  
in th e  p r o c e s s .
"Veteran S irens"
W in ters  c la im s th a t  "Veteran S i r e n s " (40) i s  about "old  p ro s t i ­
tu te s  , " and I th in k  th a t  h is  read ing  i s  correct; ’"V ete ran  S ire n s ' i s  
an e x p re s s io n  of p ity  for old p ro s t i tu te s  who must con tinue  a s  b e s t  they  
are a b le  a t th e i r  t r a d e .  . . . R ob inson 's  poem i s  a  sim ple  e x p re ss io n  
of p i ty  at ev iden t su f fe r in g , but i s  s ta te d  in  the  most adm irable 
l a n g u a g e ." 31 Almost every  Robinson c r i t ic ,  s c h o la r ,  and  s tuden t 
a rgues  tha t  th is  poem i s  most d e f in i te ly  not about p ro s t i tu te s  and most 
de fin ite ly  about o ld  la d ie s  who are  try ing in  v a in  to  keep  w ha tever
^ W i n t e r s ,  pp . 3 3 -3 4 .
123
charm and beau ty  th ey  once  had  from th e  inexorab le  ravages  of t im e . 
Barnard/ for exam ple / m ain ta ins th a t  W in te r s ' reading overlooks th e  
"obv iously  w h im sica l  to n e .  R ob inson 's  them e i s  th e  t rad i t io n a l  
o n e —tre a te d  w ith  unique l ig h tn e s s  and fo rb ea ran ce—of th e  su p e r ­
annua ted  f l i r t .  "22 i t  i s  P err ine , how ever, who o b je c ts  most strongly  
to  th e  v e te ran  s i re n s  be ing  p r o s t i tu t e s . He has  th is  to  say  in  reply  
to  W in te rs '  re a d in g ,  w hich  he  c a l ls  "a se r io u s  m is in te rp re ta t ion" :
"The poem d e a ls  ra th e r ,  in  my op in io n , w ith  m idd le -ag ed  or e lderly  
s p in s te r s  who re fu se  to  a c c e p t  e i th e r  th e i r  age or th e ir  sp inste rho od  
g ra c e fu l ly ,  but con tinue  to  invoke  ro uge , l ip s t i c k ,  n a il  p a in t ,  ha ir  
d y e , bright c l o t h e s , and  a r t i f ic ia l  g a ie ty  in  an  effort to  s im u la te  youth and
a tt ra c t  m en. "22
I
Perrine th en  m ain ta ins  th a t  th e  p robability  of "Veteran S irens"
be ing  about p ro s t i tu te s  i s  q u ite  rem ote w hen  one c o n s id e rs  R obinson 's
l ife  and  h is  a t t i tu d e s :
There i s  no e v id en ce  th a t  he had  any sym pathy for commer­
c ia l iz e d  lo v e .  One looks in  v a in  in  h is  work for any g lo r i­
f ica tio n  of th e  "poor l i t t l e  p r o s t i tu t e " . . . . R ob inson 's  
puritan  he ri tag e  w as  l ig h te n ed  bo th  by h is  in te l l ig e n c e  and 
c h a r i ty ,  but nothing in  h is  l ife  or writing m akes i t  seem  l e s s  
th an  lud ic rous  tha t, he should  hold  out to  p ro s t i tu te s  th e  
p o s s ib i l i ty  of th e  "far com elie r diadem " th a t  age  o ffe rs ,  or 
su g g e s t  th a t  by c e a s in g  to  d ece iv e  th em se lv e s  th ey  might 
crown th e ir  l iv e s  w ith  d ignity  and re sp e c ta b i l i ty  .24
22Barnard, p .  295 .
33Laurence P e rr in e , The E xp lica to r, VI (November 19471 Item 13. 
^ L o c . c i t .  1 ■
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In W here  the  Light F a l l s , Smith t e l l s  of a s e r ie s  of le t te r s  w ri t te n  by 
Robinson to  Harry De Forest Smith in  1892 w h ile  th e  poet w as  a t te n d ­
ing Harvard U n iv e rs i ty .  U nfo rtun a te ly /  th o se  who now have  contro l 
of r e le a s e  of R ob inson 's  h ithe r to  un pub lished  le t te r s  re fu se d  Smith
I ■
perm iss io n  to  quote  e i th e r  in  fu ll  or in  part from th is  p a r t icu la r  s e r ie s  
of l e t t e r s .  One of th e  le t te r s  in  q u e s t io n ,  d a te d  M arch 6 , i s  of more 
th an  ju s t  p a s s in g  in te r e s t ,  p a rt icu la rly  in  l ig h t  of w hat Perrine say s  
concern ing  R obinson 's  s e n s ib i l i t i e s .  Of h is  own accoun t of th e  
M arch 6 l e t t e r ,  Smith has  th is  to  say :  "The acco un t of th e  con troverted  
le t te r  g iv en  he re  i s  an  o b jec tiv e  summary of i t s  pe rt inen t c o n te n ts ,  
be ing  n e ith e r  quo ta tion  nor p a ra p h ra se ,  and  fa il ing  there fo re  to  rep ro ­
duce  R ob inson 's  e loquence  or o therw ise  to  record  h is  strong fee l in g s  
in  th e  p re m is e s .  1,33 Here i s  Sm ith 's  "ob jec tiv e  sum m ary":
In  th i s  le t te r  he re c a l le d  having v i s i t e d ,  during th e  p a s t  
month, th ir ty  or forty  of B o ston 's  "h o u se s  of s e c lu s io n ,"  a s  
he  c a l l s  them  e ls e w h e re .  He sa id  th a t  th e  ex p erien ce  had  
g iv en  h im —presum ably  for the  f irs t  t im e — a re a l  understanding 
of w om en, and  in  c o n seq u e n ce  fu ll  r e a l iz a t io n  of th e  horror of 
p ro s t i tu t io n .  He d e c la re d  h is  contem pt for men who th us  
d e b a se d  women for p le a su re  only; and  from th e  dep ths  of h is  
c h a ra c te r i s t ic  hum ility  he  even  dared  va lue  h im se lf  above 
such  men (!)36
So Robinson c e r ta in ly  d id  know p r o s t i tu t e s . Smith reco rds  t h a t ,  
a s  far a s  anyone k now s, Robinson never h im se lf  partook of th e ir  s e rv ice s*
Sm ith , p .  395.
36I b i d . , p .  116.
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D e sp i te  th e  fac t  th a t  now we know th a t  Robinson lea rn ed  f i r s t  hand  
th e  p sy c h e  of th e  p ro s t i tu te ,  th is  know ledge only re in fo rces  the  
read ing  th a t  th e  su b je c ts  of "Veteran S irens"  come from th e  bro thel; 
th e  r e a l  ev iden ce  i s  in  the  poem i t s e l f .
There i s  no e x p lic i t  mention by th e  sp e ak e r  of th e  poem th a t  th e  
women in  q u e s t io n  a re  p r o s t i tu t e s , but th e re  are c lu e s  enough w h ich  
add  up to  th is  c o n c lu s io n .  It i s  ty p ic a l  of Robinson in  h is  b e s t  poems 
to  be  more in d ire c t  th a n  d irec t;  and I b e l ie v e  th is  to  be  one of h is  
s t ro n g e s t  v ir tues  an d  c e r ta in ly  to  be  a t  work in  "Veteran S irens ."  By 
making the  read er  go through the  p ro c e ss  of arriv ing a t  th e  co rrec t 
read ing  from a v a r ie ty  of p o s s ib le  re a d in g s ,  Robinson a llo w s th e  read er  
to  becom e in t im a te ly  invo lved  w ith  th e  poem and a ls o  a llow s him the  
p le a su re  of p lay ing  a  l i t t le  mind gam e . R ob inson 's  d e lib e ra te ly  
c loak ing  of m eaning i s  functional; once  th e  read e r  does  arrive  a t  th e  
right in te rp re ta t io n ,  th e  im pact of th e  poem i s  in te n s i f ie d .
'Veteran S iren s"  b eg in s  w ith  th e  sp e a k e r ,  an  un iden tif ied  o b se rv e r
bu t seem ingly  the  poet h im se lf ,  s ta t in g  th a t
The g h o s t  of Ninon would be sorry now 
To lau gh  a t th em , w ere  she  to  se e  them  h e re .
Ninon (1620-1705) w a s  a  French c o u r te sa n  known for her  w it  and  for
re ta in in g  her  b eau ty  and  charm s to  an  advanced  a g e . The u se  of the
i
word "here"  in d ic a te s  th a t  th e  women in  q u e s t io n  are  a t  a  p a r t icu la r  
p l a c e .  The sp e ak e r  c o n tin u es ;
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So brave and so  a le r t  for learn ing  how '
To fence  w ith  re a so n  for ano ther y e a r .
A pparently , th e s e  women are in te n t  upon being able  to  function  for
ano ther y e a r ,  in  some c a p a c i ty  or an o th e r ,  even  though th e ir  very
functioning  seem s a g a in s t  the  law s of re a so n .
The seco n d  s ta n z a  beg in s  w ith  th is  p resc r ip tio n :  Age offers a far
com elier d ia d e m /  Than t h e i r s . " According to  th e  sp e a k e r ,  th e  women
w ould  be b e t te r  off to  re t i re ,  a s  i t  w e re ,  and  to  grow old g race fu l ly .
The next c la u s e  in  the  s ta n z a  seem s to  offer strik ing  ev idence  th a t  the
la d ie s  are p ro s t i tu te s ,  not ju s t  " su pe rannua ted  f l i r t s " :  "but angu ish  has
no eye for g r a c e . " "Anguish" re fe rs  to  th e  fo rces th a t  prompt men to
b ro th e ls .  These men care  l i t t le  or nothing for "g race"; they  are
search ing  only for r e l e a s e .  The th ird  and fourth l in e s  of the  second
s ta n z a  sp eak  the  p h y s ica l  n e c e s s i t i e s  tha t  work a g a in s t  th e  women in
th e ir  p ro fess ion :
W hen t im e 's  m alic ious mercy cau tio n s  them 
To th ink  a w hile  of number and of s p a c e .
I tak e  the  word "number" to  re fe r  l i te ra l ly  to  th e  number of men that th e s e  
women h ave  to e n te r ta in ,  and th e  word " sp a c e "  to  re fe r  to  th e  tim e in te r ­
v a ls  be tw een  e ac h  appoin tm ent. At th is  point in  "Veteran S ire n s ,  " I 
th ink  the  read er  has  every right to  a s su m e , or a t  l e a s t  to  beg in  to 
a s su m e , th a t  the  poem is  about p ro s t i tu te s .
In th e  fourth s ta n z a ,  th e  sp eak e r  u se s  the  ca ta lo g u e  method to 
*
l i s t  the  p ra c t ic a l  fac to rs  th a t  demand th a t  th e  p ro s t i tu te s  re t i re :
127
The burning hope , the  worn e x p e c ta n c y ,
The martyred humor, and  the  maimed a llu re ,
Cry out for time to  end h is  le v i ty ,
And age to  so ften  i t s  in v e s t i tu re .
"The burning hope" refe rs  to w ha t the  men approaching the  experience
are looking fo r, w h ile  " the  worn ex pec tan cy "  is  a l l  th a t  th e  p ro s t i tu te s
rea l ly  have  to  offer. At th is  poin t in  the ir  l i v e s ,  th e s e  s ire n s  are unab le
to work w ith  fervor enough , as  once perhaps they  w e re ,  to  meet the
demands of th e  men. In  fa c t ,  th e  only fervor th a t  they  are ab le  to
g en era te  i s  l ik e n ed  to  a "m artyred humor" (they must feign good sp ir i ts )
and th e ir  "a l lu re"  is  now "m aim ed ."
In the  next s ta n z a ,  the sp e a k e r  s ta te s  th a t  w h ile  o ther women 
"fade and a re  s t i l l  f a i r , "  the  p ro s t i tu te s ,  on the  o ther h an d , defy such  
" fa irn ess  and are u n su b d u e d ."  U nintim idated  by th e  world of normal 
w om en, a w orld  w hich  p ra is e s  th e  ab il i ty  to  ta k e  on age w ith  g race  and 
charm , the  p ro s t i tu te s  are  in s i s te n t  on m aintaining th is  w ay  of l i f e .  ,
And in  the  l a s t  two l in e s  of the  s ta n z a ,  the  sp eak e r  re la te s  th a t  a lthough  
the  p ro s t i tu te s  su ffe r ,
th ey  may not forsw ear
The p a tien t  ardor of the  unpursued .
That i s ,  they  must a lw ays ac t th e  p a r t .
"Veteran S irens"  ends w ith  the  sp eak e r  e x p re ss in g  p ity  for the  old 
p ro s t i tu te s ,  a p i ty ,  how ever, t in g ed  w ith  irony th a t  finds v o ice  in  h is  
method of p resen ta tio n :
Poor f le s h ,  to  f ight the  ca len d a r  so  long;
Poor v a n i ty ,  so  q u a in t  and ye t  so  brave;
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Poor fo lly ,  so  d ece iv ed  and ye t so  s tro ng ,
So far from Ninon and so  near the  g r a v e .
The a l lu s io n  to  Ninon in  th e  l a s t  l ine  of th e  poem is  appropria te  and
provides th e  most na tu ra l co n c lu s io n  p o s s ib le .
R obinson 's  cho ice  of rhy thm s, end stopped  s t a n z a s ,  and  h is  p re ­
c is e  se le c t io n  of w ords con tr ibu te  to  the  s u c c e s s  of "Veteran S irens . " 
And, of c o u rs e ,  so  does the  t i t l e ,  w ith  i t s  su g g e s t io n  th a t  th e s e  women 
are  o ld cam paigners , having been  through the  w ars  . I t  i s  c e r ta in ly  to  
R obinson 's  c red it  th a t  he never once m entions th a t  th e  women are 
p ro s t i tu te s  (he never s t a te s  th a t  'Lorraine ' in  "The Growth of 
'L orraine '"  is  a  p ro s t i tu te  e i th e r) .  By so  do ing , he a llow s the  read er  
to  make th e  m etaphorical leap  from la d ie s  of i l l - r e p u te  to  women w ho , 
though old and t i r e d ,  va in  and fo o l is h ,  s t i l l  try  to  re ta in  w ha tever  
beau ty  and a llu re  th ey  once may have p o s s e s s e d .
It i s  important to  read  th is  poem f i r s t  a s  "an  e x p re ss io n  of p ity  
for old p ro s t i tu te s"  and th en  se co n d ly ,  by im p lica tio n , a s  an  e x p re s ­
s ion  of p ity  for " supe rannua ted  f l i r t s . "  The sp e a k e r ,  of c o u rs e ,  cannot 
help  make mild r id icu le  of th e s e  w om en. The lud ic rous  na ture  of th e ir  
behavior dem ands rid icu le ;  but i t  a ls o  dem an ds, and r e c e iv e s ,  pity  on 
the  part of the  sp e a k e r ,  and  su b se q u e n t ly ,  p ity  on the  part of th e  re a d e r .  
Largely contribu ting  to  the  s u c c e s s  of "Veteran S iren s"  i s  th e  u n i­
v e rsa l i ty  su g g e s te d  by the  p a rt icu la r  s i tu a t io n  in v o lv e d —from p ro s t i tu ­
tion  to  aging f l i r t s .
/
"Another Dark Lady"
"Another Dark Lady" (41-42) i s  a sonnet in  w hich  the  sp eak e r
a d d re s s e s  a  wom an w ith  whom he w a s  in  love but who now h as  left
him . In  the  o c ta v e ,  th e  sp e ak e r  m akes i t  perfec tly  c le a r  tha t  the  lady
of the  t i t l e  i s  to ta l ly  e v i l . He b eg in s  th a t  a lthough  he w onders w here
she  f le d ,  he  w ould  not " lift a  p in" to  se e  her; he con tinu es  th a t  she
may be "prowling anyw here"  as  long a s  she  does not show to  him her
" l i t t le  h e a d ."  The s p e a k e r 's  a t t i tu d e ,  w hich  w hile  su g g e s te d  in  the
f irs t  four l in e s  of the  o c ta v e ,  i s  firmly e s ta b l is h e d  in  th e  next four:
No dark and e v il  s tory  of th e  dead
W ould  lea v e  you l e s s  pe rn ic ious  or l e s s  f a i r—
Not ev en  L i l i th , w ith  her  famous hair;
And L ilith  w as  the  d e v i l ,  I have re a d .
W ith  th e  u se  of " d a rk ,"  " e v i l , "  " p e rn ic io u s ,"  " d e a d ,"  " d e v i l , "  and
th e  re fe rence  to  L il i th ,  the  sp eak e r  le a v e s  l i t t le  doubt th a t  the  lady
in  q u e s t io n  i s  com parable  to  a  fem ale  S a tan .
So far in  th e  poem , th e  reader  i s  not made aw are  of the  reason (s)  
for the  s p e a k e r 's  in te n se  f e e l in g s .  The f irs t  l in e  of th e  s e s t e t  c la r if ie s  
th e  s i tu a t io n  som ew hat: "I canno t h a te  yo u , for I loved  you t h e n . "  In 
a ty p ic a l  Robinson fa s h io n ,  the  sp eak er  i s ,  in  e f fe c t ,  d e lib e ra te ly  
qualify ing  h is  em otions; and d e sp i te  the  fac t th a t  h is  a t t i tu d e  toward 
the  lady  never rea l ly  a l te r s  to  th e  end  of the  poem , th e  reader  lea rns  
th a t  he must have  s e e n  som ething a t t ra c t iv e  in  h e r .  The s a rc a s t ic  
re fe rence  to  her " l i t t le  head"  does throw some l igh t on why he w as
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a t t ra c te d  to  her: a  sm all  head  trad i t io n a lly  i s  a s ig n  of beau ty  (one i s  
rem inded here  of the  " l i t t le  e a rs "  of th e  lovely  lady  in  "For a D ead 
L a d y " ) . Couple  th is  w ith  the  a l lu s io n  to  her a s  "fair" in  the  fifth  l ine  
of the  o c ta v e ,  and the  reader  beg in s  to  s e e  th is  dark lady  a s  qu ite  
a t t r a c t iv e .  The u se  of the  w ord "fair" i s  pa rt icu la rly  te l l in g  s in ce  
"fair"  is  in  o p p o s i t io n  to " p e r n ic io u s . " Here is  a  lady  w hose  w ic k e d ­
n e s s  and  beau ty  are  bo th  param ount. And h e re ,  a l s o ,  i s  the  f irs t  
in d ic a t io n  of th e  dual p a tte rn  of im agery th a t  i s  th e  b a s ic  unifying 
d ev ice  of th e  s o n n e t .
In  the  t i t l e ,  the  a d je c t iv e  "Dark" is  u se d  to  d e sc r ib e  the  "L ad y ."  
The leg en d  of L ilith  id e n t i f ie s  her a s  the  lady  of d a rk n e s s .  'I t  is  
p o s s ib le  th a t  Robinson has S h a k e sp e a re 's  famous and m ysterious "dark 
lady"  of the  so n n e ts  in  mind. If th is  i s  the  c a s e ,  and if  so  i t  i s  only 
on th e  most obvious of l e v e l s , then  Robinson only w an ts  the  read e r  to  
a s s o c ia t e  her w ith  th e  e lem ent of d a rk n e s s .  S h a k e sp e a re 's  la d y ,  who 
is  known for her dark h a ir  and  com plex ion , i s  not ev il  in  the s e n s e  th a t  
Lilith is  or in  th e  s e n s e  th a t  the  lady  of th is  poem i s . The above c i te d  
w ords in  the  o c ta v e — " d a rk ,"  " e v i l , "  " p e rn ic io u s ,"  " d e a d ,"  and 
" d e v i l" —provide a  c o n tra s t  w h ich  w orks a c t iv e ly  a g a in s t  the  a l lu s io n s  
to  th e  lady  in  q u e s t io n  a s  "fair" and  to  L il i th 's  "famous h a i r . "  The 
tim e of th e  y ear  to  w hich  the  sp eak e r  refers  in  th e  s e s t e t ,  the  tim e 
w hen  he and th e  lady ach iev e d  a harm onious re la t io n s h ip , w as  autumn: 
"The woods w ere  g o lden  t h e n ."  W hat Robinson is  doing is  to  co rre la te
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p a s s io n s  w ith  dark and ligh t im agery . W hen  th e  sp e ak e r  loved  th e  
lad y ,  the  le a v e s  on the  t r e e s  made th e  w oods golden; he fe l l  in love 
w ith  h e r ,  we now know , b e c a u s e  of her p h y s ic a l  b e a u ty ,  her  " f a i r " n e s s .  
Now he c an  th ink  of her only a s  a  w ick ed  "Dark Lady"; he  i s  no longer 
l i te ra l ly  b linded  by h e r .
"Another Dark Lady" co n c lu d es  w ith  w riting  th a t  a ch iev e s  
b r i l l ia n c e .  It i s  co llo q u ia l  and , a t  th e  sam e t im e , m oving, as  i f  the  
sp e a k e r ,  aw are  of be ing  b e tray ed  and having now ga in ed  know ledge , 
s t i l l  lam ents  h is  lo s s  and re ta in s  an  afterg low  of l igh t  from the  in i t ia l  
go lden  exp erience :
There w a s  a  road  
Through b e ec h es ;  and  I s a id  th e i r  sm ooth fe e t  
show ed
Like y o u rs .  Truth must have  heard  me from a fa r ,
For I sh a l l  never have  to  lea rn  aga in  
That yours a re  c lo v en  a s  no b e e c h 's  a re .
I am most im p re ssed  by th e  flu id  movement from l in e  to  l in e ,  the  e a s y
but not fac i le  manner in  w h ich  "road" le a d s  to  "Through" and  by the
w ay "smooth fee t  sh o w e d /  Like yours"  g a in s  momentum and  then
abruptly  s to p s .  The m etaphorical u se  of th e  la d y 's  c lo v en  fee t and
th e  fee t  of the  b e e c h e s  draw s to g e th e r  n ice ly  th e  s a ta n ic  su g g es t io n
i
of the lady  and re i te ra te s  by su g g e s t io n  the  l ig h t-d a rk  p a tte rn  of im a g e ry . 
In  con junction  w ith  th i s ,  the  leg en d  of L ilith  d e se rv e s  som e mention 
s in ce  Robinson u s e s  i t  fun c tiona lly  to  g ive  the  poem unity  through th is  
dual p a tte rn  of im agery . Depending upon her  mood, L ilith  could  make 
h e rs e lf  in to  an  incred ib ly  b eau tifu l  woman or a  h ideous b e a s t .  Robinson,
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or c o u rs e ,  i s  working w ith in  th e  former c o n te x t .  Lilith i s  a lso  known 
for her  b eau tifu l  go lden  h a ir .  C o n se q u e n tly ,  th e  a l lu s io n  to  the  
go lden  w oods in  th e  s e s t e t  not only m eans th e  s e a s o n  of th e  year; the  
autumn gold  i s  enh anced  by the  co lor of the  la d y 's  h a ir .  The sp e a k e r  
w as  tak en  in  by th e  tim e and  th e  p l a c e , both  of w hich  combined to  
c a s t  a sp e l l  over him , so to  sp e a k ,  and to  b lind  him to th e  ev il 
(whatever i t  w as) th a t  w a s ,  in  e s s e n c e ,  th e  la d y .  It might be worth 
noting at th i s  point th a t  "Another Dark Lady" f i ts  in to  R obinson 's  
them atic  concern  of th e  d iff icu lty ,  i f  not im p o ss ib i l i ty ,  of to ta l  know ­
ledge  of p e o p le .
Smith t e l l s  of a  young la d y ,  a  "birthright member of Boston Brahmin 
so c ie ty  a t  i t s  most i n t e l l e c t u a l , " w ith  whom th e  poet u se d  to tak e  w ood­
lan d  w a lk s :  "She w as  of a go lden  b lond ness  and  frequ en tly ,  perhaps 
h a b itu a l ly ,  wore w h i te .  Her fea tu res  w ere  sm all  and of p a tr ic ia n  f in e n e s s ,  
her eyes  b lu e -g ra y  and  la rg e ,  her  e x p re ss io n  t e n s e ,  co nce rned , and c o n -
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se c ra te d ,  her  bearing  highbred in  d e lica cy  and g r a c e ."  Although there  
may be no re la t io n sh ip  w h a tso ev e r  be tw een  the  p o e t 's  p e rso n a l  l ife  and 
the  sonnet in  q u e s t io n ,  Smith fe e ls  tha t  "Another Dark Lady" i s  "S ug ges­
t iv e  in  i t s  p iquancy" of such  a re la t io n sh ip  and  he con tend s  th a t  the  
" t i t le  w ould  be  a ty p ic a l  Robinsonian  d isg u ise  for th is  b londe g i r l .  "38
37I b i d . , p .  179.
38I b id . . p .  181.
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If there  i s  an  accu ra te  co rre la tion  be tw een  th e  l ife  of the  poet 
and th e  so n n e t ,  th en  the  v a g u en e ss  of the  la d y 's  ev il  might very w e ll  
be  exp la ined  by the  d e libe ra te  c loud  of obscu rity  th a t  Robinson kept 
over h is  re la t io n sh ip  w ith  th is  young la d y .  Smith s p e c u la te s  in t e r e s t ­
ingly  on ju s t  w hat might have happened  be tw een  them . He f irs t  c o n ­
je c tu re s  tha t perhaps Robinson fe lt  that he had led  the  g irl  on , th a t  he  
had  become "a  dangerous flirt and ph ilandere r ,  one who in c i ted  love 
in  a woman w ithout any purpose beyond p le a sa n tly  beguiling  the  t im e !" 
Smith con tin ues :
By combined in ference  from o b se rv a t io n s  from four d is c o n ­
nec ted  s o u rc e s —of varying d eg rees  of c re d ib i l i ty —it  seem s 
like ly  th a t  som ething of the  kind occurred  b e tw een  Robinson 
and h is  companion of the  w oodland w a l k s . One c red ib le  
comment has  i t  th a t  he made her a d e c la ra tio n  of lo v e ,  l e s s  
than  a p roposa l of m arriage, to w hich  she  w a s  unable  to 
resp ond  in  k ind . Another report th a t  i s  no b e t te r  th a n .g o s s ip  
has i t  th a t  she  w as  in  love w ith  h im . A b e t te r  so u rc e ,  s p e a k ­
ing long a fte r  the  ev en t ,  sa y s  th a t  w hen Robinson w a s  charged  
w ith  th i s  he rep lied  th a t  she  w as "very fa n c i fu l , "  meaning th a t  
she  ten d ed  to  rom antic ize  her fee l in g s  beyond a c tu a l i ty .  An 
in te res tin g  gen era l  comment on Robinson, made by one who 
knew both  p a rt ie s  but w ithout sp e c if ic  re fe rence  to  th e ir  
experience  to g e th e r ,  i s  th a t  he "w anted  to  do a l l  th e  lo v in g ,"  
th a t  the  moment he fe lt  any curren t returning he re t re a te d .  The 
same source  sa id  tha t  "anything l ik e  p e rso na l c o n ta c t  w as  
repugnant to  him. •
I am in trigued  by a l l  of the  above b e c a u se  there  i s  nothing in  th e  poem
to pinpoint th e  ev il  qua lity  of the  "Dark L ady ."  It is  not u n usu a l  for
Robinson to w ithhold  sp ec if ic  inform ation of th is  sort in  h is  poetry.
^ I b i d . , pp . 180-181.
"The Poor R elation"
Almost a l l  of R ob inson 's  trium phs in  the  range of th e  sho rte r  poem 
are  rep le te  w ith  the  e lu s iv e .  _The read e r  must an a ly ze  ca re fu lly  and 
som etim es read  long in  order to ex trac t  from the  poem c e r ta in  sp e c if ic  
in form ation . Such i s  the  c a s e  w ith  "The Poor R ela tion , " (45-47) a 
poem about a woman who has  lo s t  som ething and who is  w aiting  for 
d e a th .  About th is  poem Barnard s t a te s :  "C ritic s  a g re e ,  w ith  a rare
approach  to  unan im ity , tha t  th is  is  one of R ob inson 's  f in e s t  short
,.40 p o e m s ."
W in ters  con tends  th a t  the  poem "d e sc r ib e s  an  old w om an";41 
Barnard a rgues th a t  "much of the  pa thos  depends on the  assum ption  
th a t  the  trad i t io n a l  a ff l ic t io n s  of old age have  come upon her w hile  s t i l l  
re la t iv e ly  y o u n g ."  He adm its th a t  c e r ta in  of the  s p e a k e r 's  rem arks seem  
to  in d ic a te  th a t  the  woman in  q u e s t io n  i s  not so  young , but he c i t e s  
o ther  rem arks th a t  re inforce  the  o p p o s i t e .4^ I must ag ree  w ith  Barnard 
to  th e  ex ten t th a t  the  woman is  not in  old age  and tha t  the  sp e a k e r ,  who 
is  o u ts ide  th e  poem enough to be Robinson h im se lf ,  p ic tu res  her a s  
be ing  old for her a g e ,  w ha tever th a t  i s .
4 ^Barnard, p .  290.  
^S/Vinters, p.  34.
4 ? Barnard, p .  284.
That she  i s  i l l  i s  su g g e s te d  in  the  opening l in es  of the  poem:
No longer torn  by w hat sh e  knows 
And s e e s  w ith in  the  ey es  of o th e rs ,
Her doubts are  w hen the  day ligh t g o e s ,
Her fears  are for the  few she  b o th e r s .
The tone  of s e l f l e s s n e s s  e s ta b l is h e d  in  th e s e  l in e s  is  never a lte red
throughout the  poem. In  the  next four l in e s ,  the  i l ln e s s  motif is  aga in
su g g es ted :
She te l l s  them it i s  wholly wrong 
Of her to  s ta y  a l iv e  so  long;
And w hen she  sm ile s  her fo rehead  shows 
A crink le  th a t  had been  her m o th e r 's .
It i s  not un til  the  beginning of the  seco nd  s ta n z a  th a t  the  reader
lea rn s  th a t  the  woman is  i l l  w hen the  sp eak e r  comments th a t  she is  s t i l l
b eau tifu l  but made pa le  by pain: "Beneath her b eau ty ,  b lanched  with
p a in ."  Barnard th inks it  s ig n if ic an t  th a t  Robinson u se s  "pain" in s tea d
of " a g e , " w hich  would be the  na tura l word cho ice  if the  woman were 
43o ld .  H ow ever, i l l n e s s ,  the  nature  of w hich  is  w ithhe ld  from the 
reader', i s  not the  only c ro ss  for th is  noble lady to b e a r .  The sp eak er  
r e la te s  tha t  she  is  "w istfu l ye t for being c h e a te d ."  At th is  po in t, the  
read er  remembers the t i t le  of the  poem, "The Poor R ela tion , " and makes 
the  right con nec tion  th a t  som ewhere along the  way she  w as  deprived  of 
som ething tha t w as  law fully  h e r s . He beg ins  to  fee l ev en  more adm ira­
t io n  for he r, knowing th a t  the  world h as  obviously  m is trea ted  h e r .  He 
is  to  fee l  even  more th is  way a s  he p ro g re s se s  through th e  s ta n za :
43l o c . c i t .
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Beneath her b e a u ty ,  b lan ch ed  w ith  pa in ,
And w is tfu l  ye t for being c h e a te d ,
A ch ild  w ould  seem  to  a sk  ag a in  
A q u e s t io n  many tim es rep ea ted ;
But no reb e l l io n  has b e trayed  
Her w onder at w ha t she  h as  pa id  
For memories th a t  have  no s ta in ,
For triumph born to be d e fe a te d .
Here i s  a woman who has  not fought a g a in s t  a wrong or wrongs 
ex te rn a lly  im posed  upon her. In her  p a s t  sh e  had done nothing to  ju s t i fy  
w ha t happened  to h e r .  P erhaps , in  the  l a s t  line  of the  s ta n z a  there  is  a 
su g g e s t io n  of fa te  at w ork , bu t I prefer to  tak e  the  l in e  l i te ra l ly  ra ther 
th an  f ig u ra t iv e ly .  The i l ln e s s  th a t  now has hold of h e r ,  I s e e  as  a 
cond ition  about w hich  nothing c an  be d on e . I think it  i s  s ig n if ican t  
th a t  nowhere in  th is  poem is  the re  any mention of rem e d ie s ,  m ed ica tio ns , 
or trea tm en ts  for w ha tev e r  i t  i s  the  woman h a s .  A pparently , though, 
and th is  i s  to  be g iven  strong support throughout the poem , sh e  had 
everything going favorably  for her a t  b irth : lo o k s ,  w e a l th ,  p o s i t io n ,  
and so  fo rth . One cou ld  argue at th is  point in  the  poem th a t  the  woman 
had not been  c h ea te d  of any fo rtune , but ra th e r ,  had b e e n  c h ea te d  of her 
h e a l th .  It i s  my b e l ie f ,  and the re  is support la te r  in th e  poem for th i s ,  
th a t  the  woman su ffe rs  from b o th , and th e re in  l ie s  much of th e  pathos 
of her s i tu a t io n .
Only a few p e o p le , th e  read er  lea rn s  in  the th ird  s t a n z a , have 
rem ained lo y a l  to the  lad y ,  d e sp i te  her  a d v e r s i t ie s ,  and  "come for w hat 
sh e  w a s . "  A pparen tly , she  l iv e s  a lone  and i s ,  for a l l  p ra c t ic a l  p u rp o se s ,  
se c lu d e d  from the  w orld  b e c a u s e ,  the  sp e a k e r  r e l a t e s , th o se  loyal to  her
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"know w here  to  find h e r . " And she  c lings  to  them , "for they  are  a ll
she  h a s , " and sh e  go es  a long w ith  them ,
w hen  th ey  remind h er,
As h e re to fo re , of w ha t they  know 
Of ro se s  th a t  are  s t i l l  to blow 
By w ay s  w here  not so  much as  g ra s s  
Remains of w ha t she  s e e s  beh ind  h e r .
The sp e ak e r  i s ,  of c o u rs e ,  using  irony here to  put a c ro ss  th e  point tha t
perhaps her fr iends do b e l ie v e  tha t  sh e  even tua lly  w il l  g e t  w e ll  and tha t
her l ife  in  g enera l  w il l  som eday bloom . From w hat the  sp eak e r  say s
concerning  the  optim ism  of her v i s i t o r s , i t  i s  lo g ic a l  to  assum e  that
they  are young p e o p le , pe rhaps  ev en  c h i ld re n .
The fourth s ta n z a  opens w ith  a pa ir  of curious l in e s :
They s ta y  a  w h i l e , and  having done 
W hat p enance  or the  p a s t  r e q u i r e s .
The im p lica tion  here  aga in  i s  th a t  he r  a d v e rs i t ie s  ( i l ln e s s  must n e c e s ­
sa r i ly  be  exc luded  here) are  not of her own d o in g . It i s  never made 
c le a r  w he ther  or not her v is i to rs  a re  members of her fam ily . If they  a re ,  
then  th e  re fe ren ces  to  penance  and to  her p a s t  seem  n a tu r a l . If they  are 
no t, and  in  th is  con tex t th is  seem s to  be th e  proper read in g , then  the  
l in e s  are  p u z z l in g , excep t if  they  are  read  in  th e  b ro ad es t  of hum anistic  
term s; th a t  i s ,  one man sh a re s  the  g u ilt  for a n o th e r 's  ex te rna lly  im posed 
h a rd sh ip s .  As th e  v is i to rs  l e a v e ,  "Her lip  sh a k e s "  and
y e t  sh e  w ould  no t have them stay;
She knows a s  w e ll  a s  anyone 
That P ity , having p lay e d , soon  t i r e s .
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In  the  fif th  s ta n z a ,  the  sp e a k e r  r e p e a ts  th a t  sh e  h as  led  a g u i l t ­
l e s s  pa s t ;  she  i s  not a fra id  to  c a l l  up the  "good g h o s t"  of her p a s t ,
w hile  sh e  w ears  and mends 
The poor r e la t io n 's  odds and e n d s ,
who is
*
Her tru an t from a tomb of y ea rs  —
Her power of youth  so  early  ta k e n .
The l a s t  l ine  quo ted  t e l l s  the  read e r  tha t  he r  a d v e rs i t ie s  cam e upon her 
e a r ly .  Read in  con jun c tion  w ith  the  l ine  th a t  p rec ed e s  i t ,  th e  read er  
ga th e rs  th a t  he r  only c o n s is te n t  p lea su re  in  life  com es from the  m e ta ­
phorica l v is i ta t io n s  of her "good g h o s t , " he r  m em ories.
The f irs t  four l in e s  of th e  s ix th  s ta n z a  u se  th e  w om an 's  s le n d e r  
laugh  to  i l lu s t r a te  a g a in  th a t  sh e  i s  b a s ic a l ly  a lone  in  th e  w orld . The 
th ird  and  fourth l in e s ,  w ith the  a l l i te ra t iv e  " s"  and  "b" so u n d s ,  a re  
pa rt icu la rly  appropria te  in  the  f in a l i ty  of th e i r  movement;
Poor lau g h , more s len d e r  th an  her song 
It seem s; and th e re  are none to  hear  i t  
W ith  ev en  the  s to p p ed  ears  of the strong 
For break ing  heart  or broken s p i r i t .
The in s i s te n t  rhythm of th e  l a s t  two l in e s  sa v e s  th e  sen tim en t from s in k ­
ing in to  ba thos  . In th e  seco n d  four l in e s  ’of th is  s t a n z a ,  th e  sp e ak e r  
in d ic a te s  th a t  here  i s  a woman w h o , for her  p o s i t io n  and b e a u ty ,  once 
w as  the  ob jec t  of v ic io u s  envy:
The fr iends  who clam ored  for her p l a c e ,
And w ould  have  s c ra tc h e d  her  for her f a c e ,
Have lo s t  her lau g h te r  for so  long 
That none would  ca re  enough to  fear i t .
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The sp e a k e r  c o n sc io u s ly  fo c u se s  on th e  la d y 's  laughter; i t  i s  m entioned 
in  both  s ta n z a s  five and s ix .  It i s  in te re s t in g  to  note a ls o  th a t  he 
re fe rs  to  her sm ile  in  s ta n z a s  one and th re e .  In a l l  p ro b ab il i ty ,  th e s e  
a l lu s io n s  to  p a r t icu la rs  in  her b ehav io r  are  in tended  to  keep  the  read e r  
con tinua lly  aw are  of her p le a s a n t  p e rso n a li ty  and good humor, both 
before  and a fte r  the  a d v e rs i t ie s  took hold of h e r .
The seven th  s ta n z a  b eg ins  w ith th e s e  two b iting  l in e s :
None live  who need  fear anything
From h e r ,  w hose  l o s s e s  are th e ir  p le a su re .
It  is  R ob inson 's  method not to  g ive  the  read e r  an  in c lu s iv e  p ic tu re  of the
s i tu a t io n  inv o lv ed  in  a g iven  poem . W hile  th is  o ften  en r ic h es  the  e ffec t
of a Robinson poem, i t  c an  a t  t im e s ,  a s  in  "The Poor R e la t io n ," be a
w e a k n e s s .  For exam ple , who have  and are  deriving p lea su re  from the
cond it io n  of the  lady  in  the  poem? The rem ainder of th e  sev en th  s ta n z a
re i te ra te s  her p re sen t  cond ition  and the  fac t tha t she  finds p le a su re  only
in  " fo rag in g /  For b i ts  of ch ildhood so n g . . . . "  C e r ta in ly ,  one of
R obinson 's  in te n t io n s  in  "The Poor Relation" is  to  a ro use  in  the  read er
c o m p ass io n  for th e  lad y .  Yet th e  reader  h a s  the  right to  a sk :  "How
can  I have  c o m p ass io n  for one w hose  c irc u m s ta n ce s  are  ad v e rse  through
no fau lt  of her  own if  I do not know w hat the  m otivating fac to rs  beh ind
th e s e  c irc u m s ta n ce s  a r e ? "
I argue th a t  th is  lack  of sp e c if ic  inform ation i s  a fau lt  but I s t i l l  
fee l  th a t  the  poem, by and la rg e ,  i s  a s u c c e s s ,  ju s t  a s  I ag ree  som e­
w hat w ith  W in te rs  w hen  he c la im s th a t  the  poem a t t im es ten d s  to  be
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redu ndan t.  I su b sc r ib e  a ls o  to W in te rs ' a s s e r t io n  th a t  th e  w om an 's
"v is io n  of th e  c ity  / s t a n z a  e ig h t / "  i s  "one of the  g re a te s t  trium phs
of R ob inson 's  rh e to r ic .  "44 This s ta n z a  d e se rv e s  full rep roduc tion ,
not only for th e  power of the  lan g u a g e ,  but a lso  for the  s im ile  drawn
be tw een  "a g ian t harp" and the  "C ity" :
And l ik e  a g ian t  harp th a t  hums 
On a lw a y s , and  is  a lw ays b lending 
The coming of w hat never com es 
W ith w ha t h a s  p a s t  and had  an  e n d in g ,
The C ity  t r e m b le s , th r o b s , and pounds 
O u ts id e ,  and through a th ousan d  sounds 
The sm all  in to le rab le  drums 
Of Time are l ike  slow drops d e s c e n d in g .
Of th e  s im ile  in  the  l a s t  two l i n e s , W in te rs  argues th a t  it  " is  one of 
th e  few su c c e s s fu l  com parisons in  l i te ra tu re  be tw een  th e  v isu a l  and the  
aud ito ry , the  s u c c e s s  being  made p o s s ib le  by the  fac t  th a t  the  two 
item s have  a common ground for com parison  in  th e  rhythm of th e ir  
m ovem en ts . "45 The cho ice  of rhymes throughout th is  s ta n z a  is  im ­
p e cc ab le ;  the  words a l te rn a te  b e tw een  in s i s te n c e  ("h u m s,"  " c o m e s ,"  
" p o u n d s ,"  " s o u n d s ,"  and "drums") and  reverbera tio n  ("b len d in g ,"  
" e n d in g ,"  and " d esce n d in g " ) .  A lso , R obinson 's  u se  of a l l i te ra t io n  and  
a s s o n a n c e  b lends perfec tly  in  th e s e  e x p re ss io n s :  " trem b le s ,  th ro b s ,  
and  pounds"; "through a thou sand  soun ds" ;  and "slow  drops d e s c e n d in g ."
44
W in te rs ,  p .  34.
45Ib id .  . pp. 3 4 -3 5 .
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There i s  l i t t le  doubt th a t  th e  e igh th  s ta n z a  of "The Poor R ela tion" i s  
one of R obinson 's  most s u c c e s s fu l  s ta n z a s  .
And th e  concluding  s ta n z a  of the  poem is  very  im p re s s iv e .  It
beg in s  w ith  th e  sp e a k e r  re i te ra tin g  the  p ligh t of the  woman; th e re  is
nothing she  can  do to  l e s s e n  " the lonely  c h a n g e le s s n e s s  of d y in g ."
The l a s t  four l in e s  of th is  s ta n z a  co n ta in  ano ther  s im ile ,  ag a in  w e l l -
done and exc iting ly  app ropria te ;
U nsough t, u n th o u g h t-o f , and unheard ,
She s in g s  and w a tc h e s  like  a b ird ,
Safe in  a  com fortable cage
From w hich  the re  w ill  be no more f ly in g .
U no b tru s ive ly , Robinson has  w oven in to  th e  fabric  of the  l a s t  four s ta n z a s
of th e  poem a l lu s io n s  to m u sic , w hich  find  th e ir  c u lm in a tio n  in  the
c lo s in g  s im i le .
As I have m en tioned , com p ass ion  d o t  the  lady  seem s to  be 
R obinson 's  major conce rn  in  "The Poor R e la tion . " And s in c e  un d e r­
s tand in g  is  a  p re req u is i te  for c o m p ass io n , perhaps Robinson thought 
th a t  re p e t i t io n  of the  l a d y 's  p light ra the r  than  sp e c if ic  know ledge of 
c irc u m s ta n ce s  surrounding i t  w ould be more appropria te  for lead ing  the  
read er  to  u n d e rs tan d ing . I qu ibble  w ith  t h i s ,  bu t the  poem s t i l l  w o rk s . 
There i s  a lso  in  "The Poor Relation" the  Robinson id e a  th a t  to ta l  u nder­
stand ing  of one pe rso n  by ano ther i s  in d eed  a d if f ic u lt ,  i f  not im p o ss ib le ,  
p r o c e s s .  H ow ever, i f  only p a rt ia l  unders tand ing  i s  a c h ie v e d ,  the  effort 
i s  worth the  w ork, for co m p ass io n  to  Robinson seem s to  be  the  w ellsp r ing  
of h is  poe try .
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Even though The Man Against the  Sky c o n ta in s  more shorte r  poems 
of superio r qua lity  th an  any other volum e, I think th a t  i t  is  a m is take  to  
argue th a t  Robinson w a s  beginning to  w rite  b e t te r  sho rte r  poem s. 
C e r ta in ly ,  th e  c r i t ic a l  public  apparen tly  thought s o ,  for it b e g an  to 
no tice  Robinson w ith  in c reas in g  reg u la r ity .  H ow ever, I do no t think 
th a t  one c an  say  th a t  "The Gift of G o d , " for exam ple , i s  superio r to 
e i th e r  "The W hip" or "For a Dead L a d y ," both  of w hich  appeared  in th e  
1910 vo lum e, The Town Down th e  River. The point I am trying to  s t r e s s  
he re  is  th a t  in  h is  shorte r  poems Robinson m ain ta ins  a leve l of e x c e l ­
len c e  throughout h is  poe tic  c a ree r .  And the  sam e su b jec t  m atte rs ,  
m otifs , and  tec h n iq u e s  th a t  are  p resen t in  the  b e s t  poems of h i s  f irs t 
volum e, The C hild ren  of the  N ight, a re  found a lso  in  those  poems from 
The Man A gainst the  Sky under co n s id e ra tio n  in  th is  c h a p te r . He 
s t r e s s e s  th e  need for com pass ion  and  understand ing  in  "Luke H avergal"  
a s  he does in  "Flam m onde," "The G ift of G o d ,"  "Veteran S irens"  and 
"The Poor R e la tio n ."  For another exam ple , take  the  s im ila rity  of a t t i ­
tu d e s  e x p re s se d  tow ards the  tow nspeople  in  both "The House on the 
H ill"  and "Eros Turannos . "
CHAPTER IV
THE SHORTER POEMS (1920, 1921, 1925)
"The M ill"
In 1920 Robinson pub lished  two volum es of poetry: L a n c e lo t ,
the seco n d  of h is  Arthurian poem s, and The Three T a v e rn s , w hich
in c lu d es  tw en ty -fo u r  sho rte r  poem s. Of them , I find only tw o , "The
M ill" and "The Dark H i l l s , "  to be sup e rio r .  C on tro lled , d i s p a s s io n a te ,
and u n d e rs ta te d ,  "The M ill"  (460-461) t re a ts  the  double su ic id e  of a
miller and h is  w ife .  The poem provides no in te rp re tiv e  problem s; in
fac t ,  of R ob inson 's  f in es t  ach ievem en ts  in  th e  shorte r poem, "The
M ill" a s su re d ly  is  one of the  e a s i e s t  to  unders tand  in  term s of ra tio na l
c o n te n t .  H ow ever, R ob inson 's  early  c r i t ic s  found the  poem to  be more
than  ju s t  p u zz l in g .  Redman w rites  that "The M ill" " is  a pe rfec t exam ple
of the  techn ique  th a t  has  won i ts  author a repu ta tion  for o b sc u r i ty .  . . .h1
He c a l ls  a t ten t io n  to  the  " ind irec t method th a t  we owe the drama and the
2
haunting a tm osphere  w hich  pervades  the w h o le ."  C e s tre  c la im s th a t  
the poem ex h ib its  the  p o e t 's  " in fe ren tia l"  m ethod, but he c a r r ie s  th ings
^Redman, p . 40 .
2I b i d . , p .  41 .
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a bit too  far w hen he a rgues f irs t  tha t the  miller w a s  "running a sm all
mill in  the  New England country" and second  th a t  the M iller "has  lo s t
a ll  hope , a s  we make ou t, of com peting w ith the big in d u s tr ia l  p lan ts  
3
of the W e s t . "  This m ateria l simply is  not w ith in  the  con tex t of the
poem. Even W in te rs  , an a s tu te  read e r ,  su g g e s ts  tha t  th is  poem
approaches the  obscure ; he u se s  it to  in troduce  a se c t io n  of h is  book
given  over to  obscu rity  in  the  poetry of R ob inson .^
In the f irs t  s t a n z a ,  the  read er  lea rn s  tha t the  m ille r 's  w ife w a ited
in to  th e .n ig h t  for her husband  to return from w ork . She had a feeling
th a t  som ething w as  wrong s in c e  as  her husband  le f t ,  he sa id :  " 'There
are no m illers any m o re ," '  and "he had lingered  at the d o o r ."  The
sp eak e r  of "The M ill" rem ains un iden tified ; he is  only the narrator
of a l i t t le  d ram a .
In th e  secon d  of th is  th r e e - s ta n z a  poem, the  sp eak e r  re la te s
th a t  the  m iller hanged  h im self  from a beam in the  m ill . As h is  wife
en te red  the m ill, her in tu ition  told her tha t  som ething w as wrong:
Sick w ith  a fear tha t  had no form
She knew tha t  she  w as  there  at la s t;
And in the mill there  w as  a warm 
And mealy fragrance  of the  p a s t .
The d e sc r ip t io n  of the  sm ell of the mill is  handled  w e ll  by Robinson, as
^ C e s tre ,  pp . 145-146. 
^ W in te rs ,  pp . 4 4 -4 5 .
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is  the  en tire  la s t  s t a n z a ,  in w hich  the  w ife 's  su ic id e  is  d e sc r ib ed  
d e lica te ly :
And if she  thought it followed her,
She may have rea so n ed  in the  dark 
That one way of the  few there  w ere
W ould hide her and would leav e  no mark:
Black w a te r ,  smooth above the w eir 
Like starry  v e lv e t  in  the  n igh t,
Though ruffled o n c e ,  would soon appear 
The sam e as  ever to the  s ig h t .
The "it"  in the f irs t  l ine  of the  s ta n z a  refers  to  the body of her husband
hanging from a beam .
In w hat Neff c a l l s  " tw en ty -fou r perfect l in e s ,  there  are two 
d e a th s  by s u ic id e .  In the hands of a c raftsm an  l e s s  sk i l le d  than  
Robinson, the su b jec t  of "The M ill"  could e a s i ly  be trea te d  o v e r-  
em otiona lly . But there  is  a c l a s s i c  c r is p n e s s  and an a u s te re  rhythmic 
contro l a t work in th is  poem tha t  underplay the  emotion and reduce  the 
c h an c es  to a minimum of s l ippage  in to  the se n t im en ta l .  Perhaps th is  
techn ique  of underplaying the  emotion is  nowhere b e tte r  i l lu s t ra te d  in 
"The M ill" than  in the  la s t  four l in e s .  There is  a c a lm n e ss ,  a se re n i ty ,  
in  the scen e  d e sc r ib e d ,  a s  if  in her death  the wife has f ina lly  ach ieved  
peace :  " . . .  the fina l note is  not of torm ented con flic t  be tw een  doubt 
and d es ire  but ra ther of yearning for r e le a s e  and o b liv ion . In th e s e  
final l in e s ,  Robinson e a s e s  the  te n s io n  tha t  i s  bu ilt  up p rev ious ly  in
5Neff, p .  197.
Barnard,  p . 59 .
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the  poem through words th a t  have  a fem inine touch — "sm o o th ,"  "starry  
v e lv e t , "  and " ru f f le d " - -a n d  through the soft rhyming of "weir" and 
" a p p e a r ."
"The Dark H ills "
A favorite  w ith an tho lo g ize rs  and the  sh o r te s t  of R ob inson 's
tr ium phs, "The Dark H il ls "  (461) o s te n s ib ly  d e sc r ib e s  the  fading of
h ills  at su n se t :
DARK h il ls  a t evening in the w e s t ,
W here su n se t  hovers like  a sound 
Of golden  horns that sang to  re s t  
Old bones of w arriors under ground,
Far now from a ll  the bannered  w ays  
W here f la sh  the leg ions  of the  su n ,
You f a d e - - a s  if the la s t  of days 
W ere fad ing , and a ll  w ars w ere  done .
C e s tre  read s  perhaps too much in to  the poem:
It is  an a f te r -w ar  p ie c e .  The poet s ta n d s  in sight of a row 
of h i l l s ,  fronting the  w e s t ,  where men fought and w ere  bu ried .
It is  su n s e t  t im e . The sp lendor of the  sky seem s to  sound a 
flourish  in honor of the d e ad .  They s le e p .  W ith the  p ass ing  
of the  l a s t  a fte rg low , the  earth  a ls o  goes to s le e p .  Is it the 
hour of re s t  for the  w orld , and the end of w a r s ? '7
Barnard c la im s th a t  nature  "is. d e sc r ib e d  for i ts  own s a k e .  "8 I think that
both of th e s e  read ings  of "The Dark H il ls "  m iss the point of the  poem.
C e s tre  tak e s  l i te ra l ly  w hat is a s im ile .  The sp eak e r  of the  poem only
7C e s t r e ,  p .  32.
^Barnard, p. 209.
s a ys  that the "sunset  hovers l ike a s o u n d /  Of golden horns." The s ight  
he s e e s  before him s u g g e s t s  the s im i l e ,  out of which he draws the 
analogy at the end in hypothet ical  terms.  Al so ,  there is no reason why  
the reader has to be l i e ve  that the speaker (Cestre ' s  "poet") is  looking  
at hi l ls  "where men fought and were buried." And the poem does  not 
employ nature for its own s a k e ,  although the descript ion i s  certainly  
l ove l y .  Rather, it generates  through the image of the h i l l s  s i lhouet ted  
against  the sett ing sun a melancholy t on e - -me l an c ho ly  for a world in 
which there is never the finality of peace  such as represented in this  
place at this  ti m e .
"The Dark Hil ls" i s  a tight poem; perhaps it i s  Robinson's  
t ight es t .  Not a word i s  wasted;  each is funct ional .  Through one  
s en ten ce  the l ines  of iambic tetrameter beat s t ead i l y ,  and the movement  
i s  helped by the rhyme s ch eme ,  in which the rhymes of the first four 
l ines  are picked up in the near rhymes of the last  four l ines :  "sound,"  
"ground," "sun," "done," and "west ,"  "rest ," "ways , "  "days ."  At 
the end of the fourth l i n e ,  there is a sl ight change of e m p h a s i s ,  even  
though there i s  no break as such in thought.  The one s imi le  in the poem 
provides a comparison through which the poem is  developed;  Robinson's  
method of introducing the s imi le  d es erv es  s p e c ia l  mention.  He l ikens  
the hovering of the suns et  to "a s o un d /  Of golden horns ." He i s ,  of 
course ,  mixing his  s e n s e  apprehens ions ,  but the ef fect  i s  sp lendid .  It 
i s  easy  to understand why this  poignant poem finds i ts  way into numerou
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Mi . Flood's pathos grows in the fourth s tanza with the analogy
drawn between a mot hoi and her chi ld and Mr. Flood and his jug:
Then,  as a mother lays  her s l eepi ng  child 
Down tenderly,  fearing It may awake ,
He set the jug down s lowly  at his feet  
With trembling care ,  knowing that most things  
break;
And only when assured that on firm earth 
It s tood,  as  the uncertain l i v e s  of men 
Assuredly did not,  he paced away,
And with his hand extended paused again.
F r o m  t ins point on,  the narrative picks  up In momentum with Eben's  
inner self  tel l ing that much had e lapsed  s i n c e  the two of them "had a 
dog* touet her . " It is obvious  from this that Ebon is no habitual  drunkard.
Contradicting tones  dominate the next to last  s ta nza .  For some
time now,  Mr . Floou lias been tipping the jug and is beginning to feel  
the exhi larating e f fec t s  of the l iquor.  The s tanza begins  quietly and 
solemnly:
"Only a very l i t t l e ,  Mr. F l o o d - -
For auld Iang s y n e .  No more,  sir; that wi l l  do."
So,  for the t ime,  apparently it did,
And Eben evident ly  thought so  too.
However , as lie becomes  progress ive ly  more under the inf luence of the
contents  of the jug,  there is a d i scerni bl e  change in his attitude:
For soon amid the s i lver  l o n e l i n e s s  
Of night he l i f ted up his  v o i c e  and s ang .
Secure ,  with only two moons l i s t e n i ng ,
Until  the whole  harmonious l andscape  rang----
"For auld lang s y n e . "
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It is  pe rhaps  appropria te  to c a l l  "Auld Lang Syne" Mr. F lood 's  swan
so n g . The image of the  "two moons" is  in te res tin g ;  I think it  probably
means tha t  Eben h e re ,  under the  in fluence  of l iquor, is  see ing  doub le .
In any ev en t ,  there  i s  nothing puzzling about the  final s tan za ;
the  tone sh if ts  from a s tra in e d  en thu s ia sm  to the so lem nity  which opens
the  preceding s ta n z a .  Mr. F lood 's  "weary throat gave  o u t , "  h is  " la s t
word w a v e re d ,  " he " ra ised  the  jug re g re tfu l ly ,"  "shook h is  h e a d ,"  (the
jug being empty) and "was aga in  a lo n e ."  The poem c lo s e s  on a note
of p a th o s ,  the  im plica tion  being tha t  Mr. Flood, in his lo n e l in e s s ,
w ith no good p ro sp ec ts  a h e a d ,  w ill commit su ic id e :
There w as  not much th a t  w as  ahead  of him,
And there  w as nothing in the  town b e lo w - -
W here s tran g ers  would have shut the  many doors 
That many friends had opened long ago .
The l im pness  of th e s e  c lo s ing  l in e s  su g g e s ts  Mr. F lood 's  d e so la te  s t a t e .
Barnard fee ls  that in th e s e  "few seem ingly  e ffo r t le s s  concluding  l in e s "
R obinson 's  "gift for com pressing  . . . the mood and them e of the  w hole" 
12i s  exem plified .
I c a l l  "Mr. F lood 's  Party" a s ta tem en t of pa thos and  a p lea  for 
c o m p a ss io n .  There are in d ica tio n s  in the  poem th a t  Eben Flood w as 
an ind iv idua l who has  never accom plished  anything ex trao rd inary , even  
though he w as  honored by "friends of o ther d a y s"  and apparen tly  in h is
^ B a r n a r d ,  p .  103.
community w as  a man of some proportions; 
ever ,  th a t  Mr. Flood w as  ju s t  Mr. Flooo, 
Yet he re in  lie  the  s ig n if ic an c e  and the rsa; 
of a p ro tag o n is t .  A v ictim  of t im e , a s  sc  
te rs  a re ,  old Eben has ou tlived  his u se fu l '  
com m unity 's  dead  w e ig h t,  to w hich  the :as 
t e s t i f y . The s e le c t io n  of a man of but ore: 
more appropria te  to put a c ro ss  R obinson 's  
of some o b se rv ab le  ch a rac te r  t ra i ts  or iac:c 
world a l ien  to him . But Eben Flood has sc  
w hich he has  no contro l has contro l of mm 
F lood 's  Party" th is  meaning: "the them e ; 
of the  p a ssa g e  of t im e , of the coming ana 
waxing and waning of l i f e 's  moon, the  n s i  
s o n g ."
Chard Powers Smith records tha t Ror 
Mr. Flood is  the  b e s t  thing tha t I have sc. 
art i s  perfect in u n o b tru s iv e n e s s ,  in d iet: 
poem is  a c c e s s ib le  to  the  most u n so p h isu  
to i l lu s t r a te  th a t  R ob inson 's  language  is s
13A llen , 143.
14Sm ith, p .  405 .
15Neff, p .  199.
Barnard has  exam ined c lo s e ly  the  th ird  s ta r  
a rgues  tha t  "Such carefu lly  w orked in terplc  
c e s t iv e  m etaphorica l language  make 'M r. Fi 
s most s u c c e s s fu l  short p i e c e s .  "1? I find 
mixes (Roland 's gho s t  and the  mother and hi 
v anc 1 fe e l  th a t  in  th is  poem R obinson mair
Here is  B arnard 's  s e le c t iv e  a n a ly s is  of t: 
o o o ‘s Party":
oe we may p au se  for a b rief  a n a ly s is  of sou 
e v ic e s  by which they  are s e c u re d .  Of th e s  
, a s so n a n c e  and a l l i te ra t io n :  the  p lac ing  n 
e s s e c  sy l la b le s  in w hich  th e  sam e or sim ila  
our m  con junc tion  w ith  d ifferen t co nso nan t 
soacing  at c lo se  in te rv a ls  of s t r e s s e d  sy l la  
:e sam e or sim ila r  co n so n an t sounds follow< 
m so u n d s .  Something halfw ay be tw een  th es  
differing vowel sounds at the  beg inn ing  of 
i . Further, the  u se  of the  sam e conso nan t 
or in the  m iddle , a s  w e ll  a s  at the  beginnii 
£ is  not w ithout e f f e c t .
ta n z a  qu o ted , we find in s ta n c e s  of a sso n a i  
is as " v a l i a n t , "  "arm or,"  and " sc a r re d " ;  "r 
;s: " "below " and "town"; "winding" and  "i 
• s a lu ta t io n ,"  and " ra n g ."  A ll ite ra tion  o c c t  
s c a r r e d ,"  " s to o d ,"  and " s i le n t" ;  and more 
• anc " tree s  . " D ifferent vow els at th e  begj 
cues are found in  " e n d ,"  "a rm or,"  and "out 
ionored"; and in  "old" and " e y e s . "  The mo 
r: o: a c o n so n a n t ,  leav ing  a s id e  a l l i te ra t io r  
‘■enc,"  " s c a r r e d ,"  " s to o d ,"  " m id d le ,"  "ro 
’ " a e a d ,"  and "old"; but th e  re p e t i t io n  of 
s to  tne  to ta l  e f f e c t .
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a  c e r ta in  e v e n n e ss  of manner th roughou t, w ith  th e  em phasis  be ing  on 
c rea ting  an  a tm osphere  in  w hich p a th o s  re ig n s  and  out of w h ich  com -
i
p a s s io n  a r i s e s .
"Lost Anchors"
It  i s  n e c e s s a ry  to  reproduce here  in  i t s  en tire ty  R ob inson 's
fasc in a tin g  so n n e t ,  "Lost A n c h o r s ," (577-588) so  th a t  th e  rea d e r  can
refer to  i t r e a s i ly  a s  th e  d is c u s s io n  p ro g re s se s :
Like a dry f ish  flung in lan d  far from sh o re ,
There l iv e d  a  s a i lo r ,  w arped  and o c ea n -b ro w n ed ,
W ho to ld  of an  old v e s s e l ,  harbor-d row ned  
And out of mind a cen tu ry  b e fo re ,
W here  d ivers  -, on d e sce n d in g  to  exp lo re  
A leg en d  th a t  had  l iv e d  i t s  w ay  around 
The w orld  of s h i p s , in  th e  dark hulk had  found 
A nchors , w h ich  had  b e e n  s e iz e d  and  s e e n  no m o re .
Improving a dry le isu re  to  in v e s t  
Their m isadventure  w ith  a  m an ifes t  
Analogy th a t  he  may read  who r u n s ,
The s a i lo r  made it  o ld  a s  o c ea n  g ra s s  —
Telling of much th a t  once  had  come to  p a s s  
W ith  him , w ho se  mother should  have  had  no s o n s .
W in te rs  i s  th e  f i rs t  c r i t ic  who ta k e s  n o tice  of th e  poem . Although 
I th ink  h is  in te rp re ta t io n  of th e  poem i s  in c o r re c t ,  I f ind  h is  e v a lu a t io n  
of i t  a s  "wholly  adm irab le"  and th e  very  fac t  th a t  he  p a id  a t te n t io n  to  
the  poem a s  v a lu ab le  in  th e m s e lv e s .  He a rg ues  th a t  the  poem " is  a 
commentary on the  co n v ersa t io n  of an  old sa ilo r ;  the  sa i lo r  i s  not of 
g rea t im portance in  h im se lf ,  but he  i s  made a sym bol of th e
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im m easurab le  an tiqu ity  of th e  sea  and  of i t s  r u i n s . N ex t ,  Barnard 
ta k e s  the  poem to t a s k  for be ing  one in  th e  Robinson canon  w hich  is  
unable  to  be  e x p la in e d .  For some re a so n  or o th e r ,  Barnard i s  unab le  to  
read  the  poem —to  make the  co nnec tion s  th a t  are  th e re  to  be made in  
the  poem . To top off h is  p e rso n a l  m isadventure  w ith  "Lost A nchors, "
i
Barnard, in  reproducing the  poem in  h is  c r i t ic a l  study of R obinson, 
q u o tes  wrongly the  l a s t  l in e  of the  o c ta v e .  He sh if ts  t e n s e s  from 
"had been  se iz e d "  to  "have been  s e i z e d . A n d  a p p a ren tly ,  C e le s te  
Turner W right in  her E xplicator note on the  poem did not co n su l t  th e  
C o lle c te d  P o e m s, for she t r i e s  to  exp la in  w hy Robinson sh if ts  h is
o n
t e n s e s .  In  any  e v e n t ,  her read ing  of th e  poem i s ,  in  p a r t ,  c o rre c t .
Problem atic  in  "Lost Anchors" are  the  leg en d  m en tioned , th e  
meaning of th e  word " s e i z e d , " th e  a n te ce d en t  to  th e  pronoun " t h e i r , "
i
and th e  a l lu s io n  to  th e  s a i lo r 's  mother in  th e  l a s t  l i n e .  A number of
p o ss ib le  read in gs  ce r ta in ly  p re sen t  t h e m s e lv e s . Barnard q u e s t io n s
the  re le v an c e  o f a lm ost everyth ing  in  th e  so n n e t ,  and  W right t r ie s  to
answ er h im . She m aintains tha t  " th e leg en d  i s  th a t  anchors  dropped in
a c e r ta in  harbor w ere  often m ysteriously  lo s t"  and co n tin u es  th a t  the
« •
word " se iz e d "  is  u se d  to ex p la in  how th e  anchors  w ere  lo s t ;  th ey  w ere
^ W i n t e r s ,  p .  39.
^ B a rn a rd ,  p p .  41-42
^ C e l e s t e  Turner W rig h t , The E xp lica to r , XI (June 1953), Item  57 .
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caught on a subm erged s h ip .  W right a rgues th a t  th e  pronoun "their"
h as  to  refer  to  th e  anchors , "w hose  m isadventure  i t  w a s  to  be  fouled
and lo s t .  " W rig h t 's  a n a ly s is  co n c lu d es  w i t h t h i s ,  to  w h ich  I must
ta k e  ex cep tio n :  "The w recked  sh ip  re p re se n ts  th e  s a i l o r . The anchor
i s  an  emblem of fa i th .  F riends or loving  women once  t ru s te d  th is
man; but th e ir  confidence  w a s  m isp laced  (their anchors  w ere  l o s t ) .
And th e  analogy  is  'o ld  a s  o c ea n  g r a s s , ' for sea fa r in g  men h ave  long
b e en  co n s id e red  u n r e l i a b l e .  "21 There i s  no ev idence  in  the  poem to
support th e  t r u s t  and  co n fid e n ce ,  "friends or loving women" m otif.
Ralph E. Jenkins p r e s e n t s ,  to  d a te ,  the  most com prehensive
read ing  of "Lost A nchors":
The o ld  s a i lo r ,  flung a sh o re  a f te r  a  w a s te d  l i f e ,  i s  making an  
ana logy  be tw een  h is  own m isadven tu res  and th o se  of th e  d ivers  
who d e sc e n d e d  to exp lo re  th e  legendary  s h i p , w h ich  apparen tly , 
a s  o ld sh ip s  do , had  acq td red  a  repu ta tion  for con ta in ing  a 
v a lu a b le  c a rg o . The d ivers  w en t down ex p ec tin g  t r e a su re  and 
found only  ru s ted  ancho rs ;  th i s  w a s  th e ir  "m isad v en tu re .  " The 
th ird  l in e  of the  s e s t e t  in d ic a te s  the  c la r ity  of th e  analogy; he 
who runs  may read  i t . That i s , it  c an  be  p e rc e iv e d  a t  g rea t  
s p e e d ,  a t  a g la n c e .  The sa i lo r  t e l l s  of "much th a t  had  come 
to  p a s s  w ith  h i m ," of h is  own m isadven tu res th a t  had  le f t  him 
w arped  and thrown a sh o re  l ik e  a dry f i s h .  H e , l ik e  th e  d iv e r s ,  
had  gone  off expec ting  to  find something v a lu ab le  and had  found 
nothing worthwhile; l ik e  them  he  looked for go ld  and  found only  
ru s te d  i ro n .  The s a i lo r ,  to o ,  had lo s t  h is  anchor w hen  he  le f t  
home to  b eg in  h is  m is a d v e n tu re s . And th e  analogy  i s  a s  "old 
a s  o c ea n  g r a s s " —from tim e immemorial sh ip s  have  sunk and 
leg en d s  have  grown up around them , ju s t  a s  so n s  h^ve  a lw ays  
le f t  home to  go to s e a .  The f in a l  l in e  i s  an  iron ic  comment on 
th e  s a i lo r 's  fa ilu re : i t  w ould have  been  b e t te r  for him and  for h is  
mother i f  sh e  had had  no s o n s . 22
2 l L oc . c i t .
22Ralph E. Tenkins, The E xp lica to r . XXU3 (April 1965), Item 64 .
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I ag ree  th em a tica lly  w ith  w hat Jenkins sa y s ;  how ever, th e re  are 
in s ta n c e s  in  w h ich  I th ink  Jenkins w rong . I w i l l  c a l l  a t ten t io n  to  th e s e  
in  my read ing  of "Lost A n ch o rs ."
The sa i lo r  l iv e d  far in la n d —far away from th e  s e a ,  h is  na tu ra l or 
acq u ired  h a b i ta t .  In  e f fe c t ,  th e n ,  he i s  p h y s ic a l ly  lo s t ;  a lre a d y ,  th e  
"Lost" of th e  t i t l e  b e a rs  s ig n if ic an t  a p p lica t io n  to  th e  s a i lo r .  The ' 
s p e ak e r  m akes an  appropria te  com parison  w hen  he l ik e n s  th e  sa i lo r  to  
a  "dry f i s h . "  "Flung in lan d"  su g g e s ts  fa i lu re .  The v e s s e l  m entioned 
, by th e  sa i lo r  sank  in  th e  harbor a  cen tury  prior to  th e  experience
i
d e s c r ib e d  in  th e  seco n d  four l in e s  of th e  o c ta v e .  "Out of mind" s u g ­
g e s t s  th a t ,  for some re a s o n ,  th e  sunken  sh ip  w as  fo rg o tten . It seem s 
hard ly  c red ib le  to  a s s ig n  t re a su re  to  th e  s h ip .  H ow ever, som ething or 
th in g s  happened  w hich  c a u se d  a leg en d  to  be  b u i l t  up , but th is  legend  
does not n e c e s s a r i ly  have  to  have  b e en  b u ilt  up around a  sh ip .  And 
i t  i s  s ig n if ic an t  th a t  th e  le g e n d ,  w hich  w as  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  the  harbor, 
" l ived  i t s  w ay  a ro u n d /  The world of s h i p s . " If th e  legen d  w ere  bu ilt  
up around sunken  t r e a s u re ,  th en  i t  w ould  have l iv e d ,  I am su re ,  a ls o  
around th e  w orld  of men and not only s h i p s . From th e  w ay  in  w hich  th e  
sa i lo r  r e la te d  th e  legend  and the  a ttem pt to  c le a r  i t  u p , i t  seem s lo g ic a l
I
to  su ppose  th a t  th e  d iv ers  w ere  search ing  for th e  m ysterious re a so n  whv 
w hen  sh ip s  low ered  th e i r  a n c h o r s , the  anchors  w ere  l o s t . I cannot 
ag ree  w ith  Jenk ins th a t  th e  " legendary  sh ip  . . . had  acqu ired  a  r e p u ta -  • 
t io n fc r  con ta in ing  a v a lu ab le  cargo" and  th a t  "d ivers  w ere  sea rch ing  for
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gold  or t r e a s u r e . " The d iv e r s , h ired  probably  by sh ip  o w n e rs , found 
th a t  the  anchors  w ere  lo s t  in  th e  dark hulk of a  s h i p , a  sh ip  th a t  had  
sunk a cen tu ry  ago and  had  b e en  forgotten; i t  w as  th is  sh ip  th a t  had
i
" se iz e d "  th e  a n c h o rs .  So W rig h t,  a t  l e a s t  in  th is  in s t a n c e ,  i s  right 
in  her  in te rp re ta t io n .
The m eaning of th e  s e s t e t  depends upon th e  w ays  in  w hich  "Their 
m isadven tu re"  and  "ana logy" are  in te rp re te d .  W righ t i s  co rrec t in  her  
a ssum ption  th a t  th e  pronoun re fe rs  to  th e  anchors  and  th a t  th e  m is­
adventure  w a s  t h e i r s . Jenk ins i s  in co rrec t  in  h is  a ssu m p tio n  th a t  , 
" m a n ife s t /  Analogy" i s  re la te d  to  the  m isadven tu res  of th e  d iv e rs ,  
but he  i s  co rrec t in  h is  reading  th a t  th e  sa i lo r  m etaphorica lly  lo s t  h is  
ancho r .  Before en tering  in to  an  e x p lica t io n  of th e  s e s t e t ,  I shou ld  l ike  
to  c a l l  a t ten t io n  to  th e  a d je c t iv e  "dry" w h ich  m odifies th e  s a i lo r 's  
" l e i s u r e ."  By so  do ing , Robinson is  re inforcing  th e  a l ie n a t io n  of th e  
sa i lo r  and th e  se a ;  th e  word b rings th e  reader  r igh t back  to  th e  f irs t  
l in e  of th e  sonnet w here  th e  sa i lo r  i s  com pared to  a "dry f i s h . "
i
It w as  th e  s a i lo r 's  purpose  to  fa sh io n  th e  s to ry  of th e  lo s t
/
anchors in  th e  dark hulk of a sh ip  in to  ancanalogy b a s e d  upon h is  own 
l ife  for th e  end  r e s u l t ,  p e rh a p s ,  of w arning  o thers  who may find th em ­
s e lv e s  head ing  in to  a s i tu a t io n  th a t  p a ra l le le d  h is  own ; The exac t  
na tu re  of w hat "once  had  come to  p a s s /  W ith  him" i s  irre levan t;  th e  
re s u l t  of th e  s i tu a t io n  i s  r e le v a n t .  The s a i lo r  cou ld  be  a lign ing  h im ­
s e l f  w ith  the  a n c h o rs ,  w hose  m isadventure  i t  w a s  to  have  b e en  l o s t .
Again, i t  i s  im portant to  b e a r  in  mind th e  t i t l e  of th e  so n n e t .  Like th e  
a n c h o rs ,  w h ich  here  must be  ta lk e d  of a s  r o o t s —w ith  b e lo n g in g , w ith  
hold ing  t o — , th e  s a i lo r  w a s  l o s t .  Or more p roperly , p e rh a p s ,  the  
analogy  ought to  be draw n b e tw een  th e  s h i p s , w h ich  re a l ly  did  the  
lo s in g ,  and  th e  s a i lo r ,  who lo s t  w h a tev e r  i t  w a s  th a t  gave  him 
s e c u r i ty ,  s o l id i ty ,  a  s e n s e  of b e lo n g in g .  That i s ,  he  l iv e d  on lan d ,  
not on th e  se a ;  som ething happened  to  him w hich  s e iz e d  h is  ancho r .
Not only w a s  h is  l ife  a fa i lu re  b e c a u s e  l ik e  a  "dry f ish "  he  w a s/
"flung in lan d  far from s h o r e ,"  but i t  ap p a ren tly  w a s  doomed to  fa ilu re
i
b e c a u s e ,  in  th e  f i r s t  p l a c e ,  he  shou ld  never  have  b e e n  bo rn , "w hose 
mother shou ld  h ave  had  no s o n s . "  I th ink  th a t  i t  i s  in te re s t in g  herei
th a t  th e  p lu ra l " so n s"  ra th e r  th a n  th e  s in g u la r  "son"  i s  u sed ; i t  w ould  
have  b e en  ju s t  a s  e a s y  for Robinson to  have  u se d  " s o n . " This w ould
l
have  invo lved  only having th e  end  of th e  th ird  l in e  of the  s e s t e t  re a d ,  
"they may read  who r u n , " in s te a d  of "he may read  who r u n s ."  The 
p lu ra l form su g g e s ts  th a t  w ha t happened  to  th e  sa i lo r  h appened  a lso  
to  h is  b ro thers  in  some w ay or another; th e  t ra g e d y ,  th e re fo re ,  s e e m s ,  
not to  r e s t  in  th e  p e rso n  of th e  s a i lo r  a lo n e , but in  th e  cond ition  of 
h is  y o u th .  I ag ree  w ith  Jenk ins th a t  th e  l a s t  l in e  of th e  s e s t e t  
c a r r ie s  irony in  i t .  The l in e ,  "The sa i lo r  made i t  o ld  a s  o c ea n  g r a s s , " 
I read  a s  h is  a ttem pt to  make h is  ana logy  a s  c le a r  a s  p o ss ib le ;  th a t  i s ,  
th e  o lder  th e  c l ic h e ic  co m p arison , th e  e a s ie r  i t  i s  to  u n d e rs tan d , so  
e a s y  in  fac t  th a t  one c an  g rasp  i t ,  a s  Jenk in s  s t a t e s ,  "a t a  g l a n c e ."
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The s a i lo r ,  th e re fo re ,  w as  exp la in ing  h is  f a i lu re .  No longer did 
he  have  any r o o t s , i f  in d ee d  he ever  had  a n y , the  im p lica tio n  be ing  
th a t  from h is  ch ildhood  he w as  doomed to  in s e c u r i ty —to  f a i lu r e . He 
t r ie d  a  l ife  a t s e a ,  from w hich  he becam e "warped" and " o c e a n -  
brow ned. " But h is  a ttem pt for se c u r i ty  a t  s e a  ended  in ev itab ly  in  
fa i lu re ,  for he to ld  h is  t a l e  "far from s h o r e ."  A pparently , re a l iz a t io n  
cam e la te  to  him th a t  an  in d iv id u a l  can  never  find se cu r i ty  by im posing 
th e  ex te rna l;  secu ri ty  i s  som ething g a in ed  e a r ly ,  no t l a t e .  This th en
w a s  the  purpose  for h is  fash io n ing  the  " m a n ife s t /  A na log y ."
/
"Lost Anchors" i s  a  packed  so n n e t ,  one th a t  dem ands an  in te n se ly  
c lo s e  r e a d in g , bu t th e  c lu e s  are th e re  for u n d e rs ta n d in g . The read er  
m u s t ,  how ever, a s  i s  so  often  th e  c a s e  w ith  Robinson, read  more th an  
ju s t  c a re fu l ly .  There i s  an  ap p ro p r ia te n ess  in  th i s  so nne t th a t  is  
un canny . D esp ite  h is  fa i lu re  a t s e a ,  th e  sa ilo r  knew only th e  s e a ,  
out of w h ich  come th e  im agery  and  th e  a n a lo g y . Read p roperly ,  th e  
sonne t c l i c k s ,  a s  pe rhaps  none of R ob inson 's  o ther  so n n e ts  d o . From 
th e 'f i s h  sim ile  a t  the  b eg in n ing , I th ink  that the  s a i lo r  w orked on a 
f ish ing  b o a t ,  a lthough , of c o u rs e ,  th is  i s  highly sp e c u la t iv e ;  but 
sp e c u la t io n ,  if  rec o g n ize d  as  s u c h ,  i s  not harmful and  perhaps  even  
b e n e f i c i a l .
There is  not a  wrong word or a bad  lin e  in  t h i s  poem , and  th e re  
a re  many t r iu m p h s , ch ie f  among them  be ing  the  im agery and th e  a n a lo g y , 
bo th  of w h ich  have  b e e n  ta lk e d  about e n o u g h . The manner in  w hich  th e
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leg end  i s  d e sc r ib e d  d e se rv e s  sp e c ia l  mention; i t  h a s  a  r ig h tn e ss  to  i t
th a t  cou ld  in  no o ther  w ay  be th e r e .  All in  a l l ,  "Lost Anchors" is
/
b t l l l ia n t  ach iev em en t.
"The Long Race"
One of R ob inson 's  most a t t ra c t iv e  q u a l i t ie s  in  th e  sho rte r  poems
is  h is  a b il i ty  to  c re a te  a  poignant a tm osphere  w ithou t ever s ta t in g  th a t
such  an  a tm osphere  e x i s t s .  Such i s  th e  c a s e  in  "The Long R a c e ,"
(581) a sonne t w h ich  t e l l s  of two men meeting a f te r  a  fifty  y e a r  in te rv a l .
In  the  o c tav e  the  s p e a k e r ,  who i s  u n id en tif ied  and  not invo lved  in  th e
s i tu a t io n  of th e  poem , fo c u se s  on th e  man who w a s  to  make th e  v i s i t .
He was: c lim bing "Up th e  old h i l l  to  th e  o ld  h ouse  ag a in "  w here  the
other m an, h is  fr iend  of fifty  y ea rs  ag o ,
should  be  w a itin g  som ewhere th e re  among 
Old th in g s  th a t  l e a s t  rem em bered most rem ain .
As the  v is i to r  approached  the  h o u s e ,  he th o u g h t,  "w ith  a p lea su re  th a t
w as  p a in , "  1
how soon  a su n d er  w ould  be  flung 
The cu rta in  h a lf  a  cen tury  had  hung 
Betw een th e  tw o am bitions they  had  s l a in .
As u s u a l ,  Robinson le a v e s  out the  "w hys" and  " w h a ts ."  W hy ,
for exam ple , w a s  th is  fifty  y ea r  cu rta in  hung in  th e  f i r s t  p la c e ,  w hat
w ere  the  am bitions "they  had  s l a i n , " and  why are  th e  tw o of them  ge tting
to g e th e r?  In  l igh t  of th e  o c ta v e ,  th e s e  q u e s t io n s  are  u n a n sw e ra b le ,  and
there  i s  no re a s o n  to  su s p e c t  th a t  th ey  shou ld  b e .
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In th e  s e s t e t  th e  focus i s  on  the  a c tu a l  m eeting w here  th e  dual 
point of the  poem is  made m an ifes t:  th e  em otional s t a te  of th e  man 
making th e  v i s i t  and th e  em otional nature of th e  v i s i t  i t s e l f .  Here i s  
th e  s e s t e t :
They dredged an  hour for w o r d s , and  th en  w ere  d o n e .
"Good bye  I . . . You have  th e  sam e old  w e a th e r -  
• v a n e — ' 1
Your l i t t le  horse  t h a t ' s  a lw ays on th e  r u n . "
And a l l  th e  w ay  down back  to  th e  nex t t r a i n ,
Down th e  old h i l l  to  the  old road  a g a in ,
It seem ed  as  i f  the  l i t t le  ho rse  had  w o n .
Although th e re  i s  l i t t le  ex p lic i t  inform ation in  th e  s e s t e t  th a t  h e lp s  
th e  read er  to  u n d e rs tan d  a ll  th e  "w hys" and "w ha ts"  of "The Long R a c e , " 
th e re  i s  em otional inform ation in  the  d ic t io n  and rhythms of th e  poem 
th a t  m akes.m eaningfu l sp e cu la tio n  u n avo idab le .  As I s e e  i t ,  som ething 
happened  about fifty  y ea rs  prior to  the  ev en ts  d e sc r ib e d  in  the  s o n n e t . 
th a t  had  s ig n if ic an c e  to  both  of th e  men. The t e n s e  form "had s la in "  
in d ic a te s  th a t  w h a tev e r  did happen  had an  a d v e rse  e ffec t on th e ir  
a m b itio n s , s ing ly  or d u a lly ,  a n d ,  co n seq u e n tly ,  made ach ievem ent 
im p o ss ib le .  In  the  oc tave  th e  read er  lea rn s  th a t  th e  man making th e  
v is i t  " to iled  on w ith  a  p lea su re  th a t  w a s  pa in" ;  he  w as  happy to  s e e  
h is  former friend  bu t fe lt  uncom fortable at th e  sam e tim e b e c a u se  the  
fif ty -year o ld cu rta in  f ina lly  w a s  to  be  l i f te d .  It seem s re a so n a b le  to  
a ssu m e  th a t  th is  i s  th e ir  f i r s t  meeting a fte r  th e  unknown even t(s)  took 
p la c e . .  The v is i to r  s ta y ed  only  an  hour a fte r  making th e  tr ip  by tra in ; a s  
soon  a s  th e  v i s i t  w a s  over, he re tu rned  im m edia te ly  to  th e  s ta t io n  to  ta k e
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th e  next t ra in  b a c k .  There i s  som ething su g g e s t iv e  here  of a dutifu l 
v i s i t ,  a s  i f ,  p e rh a p s ,  the  man who l iv e d  in  the  h ouse  on th e  h i l l  w ere  
d y in g , and  bo th  men d e s ire d  a  f ina l m ee tin g . That th is  w a s  a  du tifu l v is i t  
i s  su g g e s te d  in  the  f irs t  l in e  of th e  s e s t e t :  the  men "dredged" for w ords; 
th e re  w a s  nothing th a t  th ey  rea l ly  had  to  say  to  eac h  o th er .
There seem s to  be l i t t l e  doubt th a t  the  fac t  of fa i lu re  in  l ife  i s  th e  
major motif in  th e  poem and th a t  th is  motif i s  e x p re s s e d  through th e  em o­
t io n a l  s truc tu re  of th e  poem . The t i t l e  b ears  th e  fa ilu re  motif out a s  
do es  th e  ana logy  of th e  " l i t t le  ho rse  t h a t ' s  a lw ays on th e  run" on th e  
w e a th e r -v a n e .  The im p lica tion  h e re ,  of c o u rs e ,  i s  th a t  man is  l ik e  th e  
l i t t l e  ho rse  th a t  never w il l  be ab le  to  go anyw here . The fac t of fa ilu re  
i s  ev idenced  a ls o  in  the  tec h n iq u e  of th e  sonnet; every th ing  con tr ibu tes  
w e l l  to  c rea tin g  an  a tm osphere  of fu t i l i ty  and  f a i lu r e .
In  e f fe c t ,  Robinson u s e s  only two rhymes throughout th e  sonne t:
" — ain"  and  " o u n g ."  The "done" and  "run" in  the  s e s t e t  a re  neari
enough in  sound  to  "y o u n g ,"  "am ong ,"  "flung" and  "hung" to  c la s s i fy  
them in  th e  sam e pa tte rn  of rhym e. This in s i s te n t  re p e t i t io n ,  w h ich  is  
a  d ev ia tio n  from th e  s tandard  I ta l ia n  sonne t rhyme sc h em e , coup led  
w ith  th e  so lem nity  of s o u n d s , g iv es  to  the  sonne t a  s e n s e  of th e  
m elancho ly . The movement of th e  sonn e t i s  d e lib e ra te ly  slow  and 
cum bersom e, ex cep t for th a t  of th e  c lo s in g  l in e s  in  w hich  th e  analogy  
of th e  l i t t l e  ho rse  i s  d ev e lo p ed . The th ird  and  fourth l in e s  of th e  o c tav e  
are  pa r t icu la r ly  n o tic ea b le  for th e ir  h e a v in e s s :
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W ho should  be w aiting  som ewhere th e re  among 
Old th in g s  th a t  l e a s t  remembered most rem ain .
This s e n s e  of w e igh t i s  further ev id en ced  in  th e  number of p o ly sy lla b ic
w ords and  in  R ob inson 's  ch o ice  of w ords : he u s e s  "old" five  tim es and
re fe rs  to  th e  man to il ing  up th e  h i l l  and to  th e  men dredging for w o r d s .
Even though th e  word "old" ap p ea rs  tw ice  in  th e  th ir tee n th  l in e ,  
th e re  i s  an  obvious change in  tone  w hen the  men f in ish ed  th e i r  ta lk  and 
th e  v is i to r  s ta r te d  on h is  journey  down th e  h ill  hom e. It i s  a s  if r e l ie f  
th a t  th e  o rdea l w as  over w a s  ex p erienced  by th e  v is i to r .  "Good-by I " 
w a s  spoken  w ith  e x h ila ra t io n ,  and the re  i s  a q u ick en ed , c lip ped  m ove­
ment to  th e  l a s t  four l in e s  of th e  s o n n e t .
The m ystery  surrounding the  p a s t  o f th e s e  tw o men con tr ibu tes  
to  th e  e f fe c t iv e n e s s  of th is  poem . And by  not p a r t icu la riz in g  the m en , 
e i th e r  by g iv ing  them  nam es or by giv ing  th e ir  ind iv idua l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , 
Robinson g iv e s  to  "The Long Race" a  u n iv e rsa l i ty ;  th a t  i s ,  no m atter 
who or w hat you a re ,  th e  r e a l i ty  of being  does not m easure  up to your 
d ream s. And th e re  cou ld  be  n o  b e tte r  w ay  of ex p re ss in g  th i s  than by 
th e  two su b je c ts  of "The Long R a ce ."
The p u b lica tio n  in  1925 of D ionysus in  Doubt marks th e  appearance  
of th e  l a s t  of R ob inson 's  superio r sho rte r  poem s. In the  y e a rs  th a t  r e ­
m ained to  h is  d e a th  in  1935, he  con cen tra ted  primarily on th e  longer 
poem . N ic o d em u s . pu b lish ed  in  1932, co n ta in s  a  few sho rte r  e ffo r ts ,  
but none approach  in  qua li ty  h is  ea r l ie r  p rodu c tions . It i s  in te re s t in g
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to  note  th a t ,  through th e  b e tte r  part of h is  c a re e r ,  Robinson rem ained  
w ith  th e  sonnet; th e  four poems of superio r q u a li ty  in  th e  1925 c o l l e c ­
t io n  are  a l l  s o n n e t s .
"The S h eav es"
W in te rs  c a l l s  "The S h e a v es"  (870-871) one "among th e  g re a te s t"
of R ob inson 's  poems and say s  th a t  th is  sonne t "em ploys a d e sc r ip t iv e
/
tech n iq u e  to  sym bolize  th e  im penetrab le  m ystery of the  p h y s ic a l  u n i ­
v e rse  a s  s e e n  a t any moment and th e  m ystery of the  fac t  of c h a n g e . " 23 
Ih  l igh t of th e  f i rs t  four l in e s  of th e  o c ta v e ,  I have  no quibble  w ith  
"The S h eav es"  be ing  read  a s  t rea tin g  th e  "m ystery  of th e  fac t  of 
change" ;  th e  su g g e s t io n  is  th e re  th a t  th e  m etam orphosis i s  in deed  
en igm atic :
W here  long th e  shadow s of the  w ind had ro l le d ,
G reen  w h ea t  w a s  y ie ld ing  to  th e  change  a ss ig n ed ;
And a s  by some v a s t  magic undiv ined  
The w orld  w as turn ing  slow ly  in to  g o ld .
H ow ever, th i s  i s  a s  far a s  I can  go w ith  W in te r s '  read in g . The
secon d  four l in e s  of th e  oc tav e  in troduce  the  human elem ent in to  th e
... /
/
poem; and  from th is  poin t on , th e  read er  should  make th e  p a ra l le l  b e tw ee n
th e  maturing of th e  w h e a t  and  th e  maturing of an  ind iv idual:
Like nothing th a t  w a s  ever  bought or so ld  
It w a ite d  t h e r e , th e  body and th e  mind;
23W in te r s ,  p . ( 39 and pp .  4 1 -4 2 .
And w ith  a mighty meaning of a  k ind 
That t e l l s  th e  more the  more i t  i s  not to ld .
I ta k e  th e  f i r s t  l ine  of th e  above qua tra in  to  mean th a t  th e  m aturation
p ro ce ss  of th e  w heat (and by im p lica tio n  th e  human) i s  not som ething
th a t  can  be  fo rced , p u rch a se d ,  and so  forth; i t  w il l  come som eday by
i t s e l f .  G ram m atica lly , th e  sev en th  and  e igh th  l in e s  of th e  oc tav e  are
problem atic  b e c a u se  of th e  sem ico lon  p lac ed  a t  th e  end o f the  seven th
f 1
l i n e . If a  comma w ere  t h e r e , th en  th e  g reen  w hea t w ould  be  doing the  
w aiting  w ith  "a  mighty m eaning"; how ever, s in c e  a sem ico lon  is  
t h e r e , I su g g e s t  th a t  Robinson i s  re i te ra tin g  th e  fac t  th a t  nothing can  
make the  w h ea t  mature and  th a t ,  in  term s of an  in d iv id u a l ,  th e  more 
he i s  le f t  to  grow up by h im se lf ,  the  more v a lu a b le  w ill  h i s  l ife  be 
a s . a  r e s u l t .
. The id e a  of maturing in to  va lue  dom inates the  s e s t e t ,  in  w hich
a  d e fin ite  analogy to  the  human cond ition  i s  drawn:
So in  a  lan d  w here  a l l  d ay s  a re  not fa i r ,
Fair days went' on t i l l  on ano ther  day 
A th ou sand  go lden  sh e a v e s  w ere  ly ing  th e r e ,
Shining and  s t i l l ,  but not for long to  s ta y —
As if a  th o u san d  g ir ls  w ith  go lden  hair  
M ight r i s e  from w here  th ey  s le p t  and  go a w a y .
On the  l i te ra l  l e v e l ,  the  f i rs t  th ree  and  a h a lf  l in e s  of th e  s e s t e t  mean th a t  
th e  w ea th e r  i s  not a lw ays sunny and th a t  w h ea t need s  th e  sun to  m a tu re . 
On the  su g g e s t iv e  l e v e l ,  th e s e  l in e s  mean th a t  no m an 's  l ife  i s  f igu ra ­
t iv e ly  fu ll  of su n s h in e ,  and  th a t  m an, if  he  i s  to  mature to  v a lu e ,  needs
/
h is  good d a y s , or e l s e  h is  p o ten tia l  w i l l  never be  a llow ed  to  d e v e lo p .
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Once the  w h ea t  tu rn s  to  g o ld , It w i l l  not s ta y  th a t  w ay for l o n g . It (
w il l  be mowed and  th en  bundled; the re  a re  u s e s  to  w h ich  i t  must be
put; i t  must becom e fu n c t io n a l .  So man, w hen  he  m atures to  a point
/
w here  he  becom es v a lu a b le ,  must put w h a tev e r  va lue  he  h as  to  work; 
h e ,  to o ,  must becom e fu n c t io n a l .  The " tho usand  go lden  sh e a v e s"  
and  "sh in ing"  su g g e s t  m aturity  and  v a lu e .  The image of th e  " thousand  
g ir ls  w ith  go lden  ha ir"  r is in g  and going away i s  s tr ik ing  and re in fo rces  
th e  motif of functioning  once the  m aturation  to  va lu e  h a s  b e en  a c h ie v e d .
Probably nowhere in  Robinson i s  th e re  a  b e t te r  b lend ing  of the  
na tu ra l and human co nd itions  th an  in  "The S h e a v e s . " For a  man who 
h as  not made h is  p o e tic  c a re e r  out of exp lo iting  the  n a tu ra l  w orld , 
Robinson ce r ta in ly  has  a c h iev e d  a rem arkable  accom plishm ent in  th is  
poem . The s tru c tu re  of th e  sonnet i s  in te r e s t in g .  The f irs t  qu a tra in  of 
th e  oc tav e  em p h as ize s  th e  na tu ra l  and  in trodu ces  th e  m aturation; the
i
seco n d  q ua tra in  s t r e s s e s  th e  im portance of und is tu rbed  m aturation  and 
b rings in  th e  human e lem en t,  w hich  i s  to  provide the  b a s i s  for the  
ex tended  m etaphor. The f i r s t  four l in e s  of th e  s e s t e t  jo in  th e  na tu ra l  
and  hum an, d e sc r ib e  th e  dual m aturation , and su g g e s t  th a t  th e  beg inn ing  
of v a lu e  has  b e en  r e a c h e d . The c lo s in g  im age su g g e s ts  th a t  th e  va lue  
must be  fu n c t io n a l .
Along w ith  th e  harm onious fu s ion  of th e  p h y s ic a l  and th e  n a tu ra l 
bo th  s tru c tu ra lly  and  th e m a t ic a l ly , th e  q u a li ty  of w riting  in  "The 
S h eav es"  i s  p a rt icu la rly  f in e .  T ake , for exam ple , th e  f irs t  l in e  of the
/
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octave  in  w h ich  th e  round "o" and th e  liqu id  "1" sounds in troduce  the  
read er to  a w heat f ie ld  turning g o ld en , and  th e  la s t  four lin e s  of th e  
s e s te t  w ith  th e  p e rfec t re p e titio n  of "go lden" and  " th o u sa n d ."  A lthough 
th e  in te rp re ta tio n  offered  by W in ters i s  in c o n c lu s iv e , h is  e v a lu a tio n  
of "The S h eav es"  c e r ta in ly  canno t be d isp u te d . •
"Karma"
P laced  rig h t a f te r  "The S h eav es"  in  th e  C o lle c te d  Poem s is  a h a rd , 
b rittle  so n n e t e n tit le d  "K arm a," (871) in  w h ich , u n lik e  any  o ther of th e  
sho rte r poem s d is c u s s e d  in  th is  s tu d y , Robinson d isp la y s  no com pas­
s io n  for th e  s u b je c t of h is  poem . The word " k a rm a ," w hich  com es from 
th e  H indu and  B uddhist p h ilo so p h ie s , m eans e s s e n t ia l ly  th a t  th e re  i s  a
c au se  and e ffe c t re la tio n sh ip  betw een  m an 's  beh av io r on ea rth  and th e
/
kind of life  th a t he w ill  lead  a fte r  d e a th . The poem fo llow ing "Karma" 
in  the  C o llec ted  Poems i s  " M a y a ," and  perhaps the  tw o a re  re la te d  in
t
motif; how ever, "M aya" is  a ra th e r w eak  effo rt to  w hich I p refe r n o t to  
g ive s p a c e .
U nlike m ost of R ob inson 's b e tte r  e ffo r ts , "Karma" p re se n ts  no 
re a l  in te rp re tiv e  problem s and does g ive  th e  re a d e r a  fa ir ly  com plete 
know ledge of th e  s itu a tio n  in v o lv e d . The tim e i s  th e  C hris tm as s e a s o n , 
th e  p ro tag o n is t a  man who is  f in a n c ia lly  s u c c e s s fu l  bu t who i s  a b it 
puzzled  abou t a ^'few con fusing  f la w s /  In d iv ers  of G od 's  im a g e s ."  . The 
a ir  of C hristm as and the  s ig h t of
a s low ly  freez ing  San ta  C lau se  <
Upon the  co rn e r, w ith  h is  beard  and  b e l l ,
bring back  in  h is  mind an in c id e n t th a t  happened  in  h is  p a s t .  The su b ­
je c t  of th e  poem w as re sp o n s ib le  for "the axe th a t  fe l l"  upon an  
a s s o c ia te  som e tim e ago , w h ich , i t  s e e m s , led  to  the  o ther m an 's  
com m itting su ic id e . At l e a s t  th is  seem s to  be th e  in fe ren ce  th a t  
Robinson w an ts the  read e r to  draw  in  th e  lig h t of both th e  t i t le  and  the
i
co n tex t of the  poem . The man of the  poem , a  busin essm an '(B arn ard
c a l ls  him a "s to ck -m ark e t operator"),2^ f e l t  some pangs of g u ilt  or
/
perhaps ju s t  a  mild tw inge of c o n sc ie n c e  for th e  o ther m an 's  f in a n c ia l
ru in  and su b seq u e n t d e a th .
The sp e a k e r , who i s  u n id en tif ie d , u s e s  irony to  e x p re ss  h is
b itte rn e s s  tow ard th e  b u sin essm an  and  h is  a c t  of p en an ce  in  the  s e s te t :
Acknowledging an  im provident su rp r is e ,
He m agnified  a fancy  th a t  he w ish ed
The friend  whom he had  w recked  w ere h ere  a g a in .
Not sure  of th a t ,  he found a  com prom ise;
And from th e  fu ln e ss  of h is  h e a rt he f ish e d
A dim e for J e su s  who had d ied  for m en.
/
L oosely  in te rp re te d , the t i t le  m eans fa te ; and th e  b u s in e ssm a n , who can  
w heel and  d e a l in  fo rtunes and m en 's  l iv e s ,  w as unab le  to  a cc o u n t for 
re lig io n  in  th e  w orld; th a t i s , he p referred  no t to  th in k  of i t  b e c a u se  
th ink ing  only ten d ed  to  c a u se  him d isco m fo rt. So, in  order to  e x tr ic a te  
h im self from h im se lf , he f e l l  in to  th e  com fortable  p o s itio n  of blam ing 
fa te  and put a  dim e in to  th e  w o rld 's  k itty .
^ B a r n a r d ,  p .  31.
171
I am im p ressed  by th e  w ay in  w hich Robinson can e x p re ss  u tte r  
d isg u s t w ithou t turn ing  me aw ay from the poem . I t  ta k e s  a  consum m ate 
s k il l  to  be a b le  to  e x p re ss  an y  em otion in te n se ly  w ithou t having  th a t 
em otion so  dom inate the  poem th a t  th e  poem becom es re p u ls iv e . And 
i t  i s  through  R obinson 's sk il lfu l  u se  of irony th a t  "Karma" i s  an  u n q u a li­
f ied  s u c c e s s .  There seem s to  be no su b je c t th a t  Robinson canno t tre a t  
adm irab ly  w ith in  th e  lim ita tio n s  of th e  so n n e t. Side by s id e , "The 
S h eav es"  and  "Karma" re v e a l th e  b read th  in  trea tm en t of w hich 
R obinson i s  c a p a b le .
"En P a ssa n t"
It i s  n e c e s s a ry  to  rep roduce  th e  fa sc in a tin g  so n n e t "En P a ssa n t"  
(886-887) so  th a t  the  re a d e r can  follow  the c r i t ic a l  com m entaries i t  h as  
.o c c a s io n e d :
1
I shou ld  have  g lan c ed  and  p a s se d  h im , n a tu ra lly ,
But h is  d e s ig n s  and  m ine w ere opp o site ;
He sp o k e , and  having  tem porized  a  b it ,
He sa id  th a t he w as going to  th e  se a :
" I 'v e  w a tch ed  on h ighw ays for so  l o n g ," s a id  h e ,
"That I ' l l  go down th e re  to  be su re  of i t . "
And a l l  a t  once h is  fam ished  e y es  w ere l i t  
W ith  a  wrong lig h t— or so  i t  w as to  m e .
T hat evening  th e re  w as ta lk  a long  the. shore 
• _ Of one who sh o t a  s tra n g e r, say in g  f irs t:
"You should  have  come when c a l le d . This afternoon 
A gen tlem an unknow n to  me b e fo re ,
W ith  d e fe ren ce  a lw ay s due to  so u ls  a c c u rs t ,
Came out of h is  own g rav e—and  not too  so o n . "
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I do not se e  th is  poem a s  p resen tin g  any d if f ic u ltie s  th a t canno t be
so lv ed  by a  c a re fu l re a d in g . I t seem s to  me th a t  the  s itu a tio n  of th e
poem is  re la tiv e ly  e a sy  to  g rasp  once the  read e r u n d ers tan d s  w hat th e
f in a l lin e  m ea n s . "En P a ssa n t"  f i ts  p e rfec tly  in to  the Robinson canon
of u n d e rs tan d in g — com passion  poem s.
This poem , how ever, h a s  g iven  Robinson s tu d e n ts  co n sid erab le
tro u b le . W in ters sa y s  th a t he is  "unable to  o ffer an ex p lan a tio n "  for
th e  so n n e t but he s u s p e c ts  i t  to  be a "h ighly  su c c e s s fu l  experim ent"
in  o b s c u r i ty .2^ C om pletely  tak ing  "En P a ssa n t"  off th e  page w here i t
be longs and pu tting  i t  so lid ly  in to  th e  p o e t 's  p e rso n a l l i f e ,  Smith
o ffers th is  exp lanation :
Emma put i t  in  th e  Legend th a t th e  gruesom e so n n e t En P a ssa n t 
re fe rred  to  Herman during th e  y ea rs  "1 9 0 6 -1 9 0 9 ."  But i t  s u its  
so  n ic e ly  W in 's  /R o b in s o n / coming "out of h is  . . . grave" a t  
th is  tim e to  tak e  care  of H erm an, th a t  i t  i s  tem pting  to  a tt r i ­
bute th e  b a s is  of i t  to  th e  ev en ts  of la te  '04  and th e  f ir s t  h a lf  
of '0 5 .  . . . H ere , a s  e lsew h e re , i s  H erm an 's f ie n d ish  
"kink" . . . , 26
My read ing  of "En P a ssa n t"  resem b les c lo se ly  th a t  offered s e n s ib ly  
by Earle F . W a lb r id g e .^  In f a c t ,  Barnard, a f te r  s ta tin g  th a t the  so n n e t 
h a s  been  "unpenetrab le  to  many rea d e rs  (includ ing  m e),"  quo tes a l l  of
25W in te rs , p . 4 6 .
^^Sm ith, p p . 40 2 -4 0 3 .
2 ^ Included in  a  le t te r  w ritten  by Earle F . W albridge to  W illiam  
Rose Bendt, e d . , "The Phoenik  N e s t ,"  The Saturday Review of 
L ite ra tu re , XXX (M arch 8 , 1947), 4 8 .
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? ftw hat W albridge h a s  to  say  abou t th e  poem . ° Before 1 undertake  to
I
e x p la in  i t ,  I th in k  th a t  i t  is  ap p ro p ria te  to  po in t out th a t  in  "En
/
P a s s a n t ,"  lik e  "The Growth of 'L o r ra in e , '"  th e  rea d e r i s  more aw are 
of th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  of th e  ex p erien ce  a t  th e  end of th e  poem th an  th e  
sp e ak e r i s .
In th e  opening lin e s  of the  so n n e t, th e  sp e a k e r  in d ic a te s  th a t  he 
i s  in te re s te d  in  th e  human cond ition ; th e re  w as som ething  so  d iffe ren t 
abou t the  "he" of th e  poem  th a t th e  sp e a k e r  w as com pelled  to  s to p .
This m an, whom W albridge c la im s i s  e ith e r  mad "or an  A ncient 
M ariner ty p e , 1,28 w an ted  to  ta lk  to  the  sp eak er; he "tem porized  a  b i t . " 
W albridge fe e ls  th a t  th e  m an 's  d ia logue  in  th e  o c tav e  s ig n if ie s  th a t  
he "has been  w atch ing  th e  h ighw ays and now in ten d s  to  w atch  th e  s e a ,
I
for some re a s o n , probably  an  enem y, whom he is  e x p e c tin g . "30 
(W albridge c o n tin u es  th a t "Everyone he s e e s  may be th is  enem y, and  
h as  to  be s to p p ed  and in te rro g a te d . "3* I do no t th in k  th a t the man is  
looking n e c e s s a r i ly  for an  "enem y"; n e ith e r  d o es  B ernice S lo te , who 
a rg u es th a t  he is  sea rch in g  fo r "som eth ing  beyond , in  th e  se a  of unknow n 
e te r n i t i e s . "32 She s e e s  th e  man a s  one who i s  p o s s e s s e d ,  "one w hose
. 28B am ard , p . 293 .
^ W a lb r id g e ,  p . 48 .
3Ql o c . c i t .
^ L o c . c i t .
32 Bernice S lo te , The Exp li c a t  o r . XV (February 1957), Item  27 .
1
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in te n s ity  of being  h a s ,  in  th e  s e a rc h , led  him to  th e  brink  beyond 
33ord inary  l i f e ."  That th e  man i s  mad i s  beyond doubt; th e  sp e a k e r , 
a  p e rcep tiv e  in d iv id u a l, s ta te s  a s  m uch w hen he ta lk s  of "fam ished 
e y e s"  th a t  "w ere l i t / W i t h  a  wrong l ig h t ."  Being in s a n e , th e  man 
do es no t re a lly  have to  be sea rch in g  for any th ing  in  a  ra tio n a l m anner.
In  th e  s e s t e t ,  the  sp e a k e r , who h as  no t seen  th e  man since  
th e ir  day tim e e n co u n te r, r e la te s  th a t  th e  man sh o t a s tra n g e r b ecau se  
th e  la t te r  d id  not '"com e w hen c a l l e d ." ' Before he sh o t th e  s tra n g e r , 
th e  man re la te d  th a t he m et th e  sp e a k e r ,
"A gen tlem an  unknow n to  me b e fo re ,"  
who pa id  him " 'd e fe re n c e  a lw ays due to  so u ls  a c c u rs t ;"  and  c o n se -
l
q u e n tly ,
"Came out of h is  own g rav e — and no t too  s o o n ."
I t  i s  th is  l a s t  lin e  th a t  h a s  c a u se d  re a d e rs  so  m any in te rp re tiv e  p rob lem s. 
W albridge i s  h a lf  r ig h t in  h is  p a rap h rase  of th e  lin e : "if he had ignored 
th e  madman w hen th e  la t te r  spoke  to  h im , he w ould have been  in s ta n tly  
k i l le d . " ^ 4 I th in k , a s  do es S lo te , th a t  th e  lin e  in  q u e s tio n  can be 
v a lid ly  read  in  tw p w ays: one fo llow s W albridge; th e  o ther is  th a t 
th e  sp e ak e r cam e out of th e  g rave  of s p ir i tu a l ,  s e l f - is o la t io n  in  w hich  
m ost of m ankind finds i t s e l f . ^  The sp e a k e r , even  though he h as no
^ ^L oc. c i t .
34W alb rid g e , p . 48 .
/
3 5 s io te , Item  27 .
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re a so n  to ,  l is te n e d  to  th e  m an, show ed re s p e c t  to  him b e ca u se  he 
re a liz e d  th a t  the  man w as to rm en ted , and  by so  do ing , sav ed  h im self 
both  p h y s ic a lly  an d  sp ir i tu a l ly . "En P a ss a n t"  b e lo n g s , th e re fo re , 
w ith  th o se  Robinson poem s th a t  s t r e s s  the  n e c e s s i ty  of u n ders tand ing  
and  su b seq u e n t c o m p a ss io n . S lo te  p u ts  i t  th is  w ay: "Robinson p re -
I
se n ts  h is  m ost ty p ic a l concern : th e  problem  of human com m unication 
and u n ders tand ing  th a t m ust re lie v e  th e  e s s e n t ia l  iso la t io n  and lo n e li­
n e s s  of m an. "36
l
"En P a s s a n t"  is  a  w e ll-s tru c tu re d  poem . S lo te  a rg u es th a t the  
so n n e t i s  deve loped  a long  th e  lin e s  of the  c h e s s  s itu a tio n  to  w hich
I
th e  t i t le  re fe r s .  H ers i s  an  in te re s tin g  a n a lo g y , bu t I am no t too  sure  
th a t  i t  i s  to ta l ly  ju s t i f i e d . ^  The t i t le  m eans l i te ra l ly  "in  p a s s in g ,"
36lo c . c i t .
3?H ere is  S lo te 's  read ing  of the  s ig n if ic a n c e  of the  t i t le :
The t i t l e ,  "En P a s s a n t ,"  h a s  a double m eaning: g e n e ra lly ,
"in  p a s s in g "  or "on th e  w ay"; and  s p e c if ic a lly , a move in  c h e s s .  
(For an o th e r Robinson poem b a se d  on c h e s s ,  s e e  "A therton 's 
G a m b it.") ‘ In  c h e s s ,  a  paw n can  be taken_en p a s sa n t  when  i t  does 
no t stop  in  the  f i r s t  sq u a re , w here i t  is  l ia b le  to  c a p tu re , but m oves 
on to  th e  seco n d  square  (a p e rm iss ib le  f i r s t  play).. H ere , th e  pawn 
i s  s t i l l  open to  c a p tu re , a n d , if  th e  a d v e rsa ry  ta k e s  him , i t  i s  sa id  
to  be done en  p a s s a n t .
R ob inson 's so n n e t i s  a  dram a in  tw o s c e n e s ,  th e  second  reported  
in d ire c tly  in  the  s e s t e t .  Both sc e n e s  focus prim arily  on th e  a c t 
d e sc rib e d  in  the o c ta v e . The poem h a s  th ree  m ajor c h a ra c te rs , 
whom I s h a l l  c a l l  A, B, and C . A is  the  n a rra to r, th e  "I" of th e  
f i r s t  sc en e  and a ls o  th e  "gentlem an" spoken  of in  thq second  
s c e n e .  B i s  the "him" of th e  f i r s t  sc en e  and th e  "one" of th e  
se c o n d , who sh o o ts  C , th e  s tra n g e r . In  th e  s to ry , A m eets B on 
th e  ro ad , and  a g a in s t  h is  f i r s t  in c lin a tio n  to  p a s s  o n , does s to p  to  
ta lk  w hen B sp e ak s  to  h im . I t  i s  rep o rted  la te r  a long th e  sh o re lh a t 
B h as sho t C b e c a u se  C , u n lik e  A, d id  not come w hen c a l le d . The
(continued)
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and  th is  is  w hat I th in k  Robinson in te n d s . In  any  e v e n t, th e  so n n e t 
i s  s e lf -c o n ta in e d , w ith  th e  p ro tag o n is t and  b a s ic  s itu a tio n  in troduced  
in  th e 1 oc tav e  and  w ith  th e  s itu a tio n  in te rp re ted  and  concluded  in  th e  
s e s t e t .  The in s ta n c e s  of d ia logue  in  th e  poem se rv e  to  id en tify  w e ll 
th e  p ro tag o n is t and  provide th e  key  w ords for a  n e c e s s a ry  understand ing  
of the  poem . In  "En P a s s a n t ,"  Robinson mak.es th e  re a d e r  work for 
m eaning; a n d , of c o u rs e , th e  re a d e r i s  fo rced  in to  th is  c irc u m sta n ce , 
for the  sp e ak e r do es no t com prehend th e  s itu a tio n  a s  th e  read e r d o e s .
An aw aren ess  of th is  m akes th is  in te re s tin g  so n n e t a l l  th e  more e f fe c tiv e .
The la s t  of R ob inson 's  sh o rte r poem s under c o n s id e ra tio n  in  th is  
s tu d y  i s  th e  b iting  so n n e t "New E n g lan d ."  (900-901) N eff c la im s th a t 
th e  so n n e t c a r ic a tu re s  th e  d isd a in  d isp la y e d  by "a younger g en era tio n  
of w rite rs  b en t on d isp lay in g  em an cip a tio n  from P u ritan ism . 1,38 He 
d is c u s s e s  som e in te re s tin g  co n d itio n s  surrounding p u b lica tio n  of "New 
E ng land".
W hen p u b lish ed  in  The G ard iner Toumal /G a rd in e r . M aine7  
for January  31 , 1924, i t  w ounded th e  lo c a l p a trio tism  of a 
• su b sc r ib e r , who re to rted  w ith  a  le t te r  and w ith  a  poem 
charg ing  Robinson w ith  in f id e lity  to  h is  b ir th p la c e . G rieved
3?C o n tin u ed .
c h e s s  an a lo g y  i s  th a t B, th e  enem y paw n, did not tak e  A w hen A 
stopped  in  th e  f i r s t  sq u a re , even  though A w as v u ln e ra b le , but 
w hen C in  h is  tu rn  p a s s e d  on to  th e  second  sq u are  w ithou t s to p ­
p in g , B took  him en  p a s s a n t . A lthough th e  re fe ren c es  to  c h e ss  
a re  overtones in  th e  poem , th e y  mirror th e  la rg e r p lay  of human 
m ovem ents p lo tte d  w ith  friend  and enem y; of hum an n eed s  and 
th e ir  fu lfillm en t; of hum an c h an c es  ta k e n , and  c h a n c e s  w on or 
lo s t .
38N eff, p . 221 .
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by th e  m is in te rp re ta tio n , th e  poet wrote to  the  ed ito r th a t  he 
had in ten d ed  "an  oblique a tta c k  upon a l l  th o se  who a re  
fo rever throw ing dead  ca ts  a t  New England for i t s  a lle g e d  
em otional and m oral f r ig id ity ."  In  repub lish ing  the  so n n e t 
in  D ionysus in  D oubt he m ade h is  m eaning obvious by  rem ov­
ing a  word of p e rso n a l re fe rence  "born, " and  su b s titu tin g  
"W e're  to ld "  / s i c /  fo r "it se em s"  / s i c /  . Such are th e  t r ia ls  
of an  iro n is t  among th e  lite ra l-m in d ed  A m erican p e o p le , who 
b lind ly  rid ic u le  o th e r p eo p les  for th e ir  d e fic ie n c y  in  hum or . ^
"New England"
The s u c c e s s  of "New England" a s  a  poem re s ts  upon th e  s k i l l  w ith
w hich  i t  i s  w ritten  in  term s of d ic tio n , m ovem ent, and  the  lite ra ry
d e v ic e s  of hyperbole  and irony , th e  la t te r  sp len d id ly  em ployed and
p a rticu la rly  ev id en t in  th e  s e s te t ,  su re ly  the on ly  one of i t s  k ind in
th e  canon  of R ob inson 's so n n e ts . Here is  "New E ngland":
H ere w here the  w ind  is  a lw ays n o r th -n o rth -e a s t  
A ll ch ild ren  learn  to  w alk on frozen  t o e s ,
W onder b e g e ts  an envy  of a l l  th o se  
W ho b o il e lsew h ere  w ith such  a  ly ric  y e a s t 
Of love th a t  you w il l  h ear them  a t  a  f e a s t  
W here dem ons w ould  ap p ea l for some re p o s e ,
S till  c lam oring w here the  c h a lic e  overflow s 
And crying w ild es t who have drunk th e  l e a s t .
P a ss io n  i s  here  a so ilu re  of the w its ,
W e 're  to ld ,  and Love a c ro ss  for them  to  bear;
Joy sh iv e rs  in  the corner w here sh e  k n its  
And C onsc ience  a lw ay s h a s  the  ro c k in g -c h a ir ,
C heerfu l a s  when sh e  to rtu red  in to  f i ts  
The f i r s t  c a t  tha t w a s  ever, k illed  by C a re .
S^Loc. c i t .
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The o c tav e  c o n s is ts  of one s e n te n c e , w hose rhythm s are  so  
in s is te n t  th a t th e y  pound— pound iro n ic a lly  the  concep tion  th a t New 
E nglanders su re ly  m ust envy th o se  who liv e  in  p h y s ic a l1 and sp ir itu a l 
c lim a te s  more conducive  to  w arm th and i t s  accom panying good tim es *
Of c o u rse , R obinson , th e  obvious sp e ak e r of the  poem , h as h is  tongue
i
h ig h ly  and firm ly p lan ted  in  h is  c h e e k . This becom es e v id e n t in  th e  
hyperbo le  of th e  f i r s t  tw o l in e s .  To a  New E nglander, th e  w ind from 
th e  n o r th -n o r th -e a s t  brings snow  and th e  co ldest a ir ,  bu t c e rta in ly  th is  
w ind is  not "a lw ay s"  b low ing . And ch ild ren  c e rta in ly  do no t " lea rn  to  
w alk  on frozen  t o e s . "
Irony beg in s fo rc ib ly  in  th e  fourth and  fifth  l in e s  of th e  o c tav e
i
in  th e  "b o il"— "ly ric  y e a s t / 'O f  love" se q u e n c e . The read e r canno t 
he lp  chuck le  a t  the  b loating  y e a s t  im age; n e ith e r  can  he a t  the  f e a s t  
being d e sc rib e d  a t  w hich  even  "dem ons w ould a p p ea l for some r e p o s e ."
i
Robinson w orks hyperbo les n ic e ly  in to  h is  iro n ic  to n e . A nother to o l of 
irony  is  the  c l ic h e , w hich  finds to ta l  e x p re ss io n  in  the  s e s t e t ,  bu t 
w hich  i s  a ls o  u se d  in  the  o c ta v e . I am th ink ing  of the  "my cup runneth  
over" su g g e s tio n  in  "ch a lic e  overflow s"; "The re lig io u s  word 'c h a l i c e , ' 
or g ra il ,  is  te rrib ly  iro n ic a l, fo r i t  i s  here  a  d e v il 's  c u p , sa c re d  to  the  
pagans who in sa tia b ly  drink th e ir  y e a s ty  communion b e e r of love from 
i t .  "40 The l a s t  lin e  of the  o c tav e  a ls o  i s  iro n ic a l in  th a t th o se  fe a s te rs  
who a re  le a s t  drunk cry  the  w ild e s t .
40Richard E. A m acher, The E x p lica to r, X (M arch 1952), Item  33.
The p e rso n ific a tio n s  of th e  s e s te t  a re  both w hat the New England 
pu ritan s su p p o sed ly  d e sp is e d  and  adm ired th e  m ost: " P a s s io n ,"
"Love, " and  "Joy" a re  s e t  in  o p p o sitio n  to  "C o n sc ien c e"  and " C a r e ."
The "W e're  to ld "  of th e  seco n d  lin e  of th e  s e s te t  re in fo rce s  th e  irony
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im p lic it in  the  su g g e s tio n  th a t  th e  y e a s t-b o ile r s  are  su ch  fine and 
a u th o rita tiv e  com m entators on th e  New England m ind. I t  i s ,  how ever, 
R ob inson 's  u se  of c lic h e s  th a t g iv es  th e  s e s te t  d is tin c tio n  and th a t 
p rov ides th e  fo un ta inhead  for h is  iro n y . Robinson i s  w e ll aw are of the  
dam ning q u a lity  of c liches; h is  w ork in  the  b e s t  of h is  sh o rte r poems 
e v id e n c e s  a c o n sc io u s  av o id an ce  of th e  ord inary  word and e x p re ss io n .
Xfet in  the  s e s te t  of. "New England" th e  tr i te  i s  ex p lo ited  b la ta n tly  and 
w ith  im punity: "Love" is  sa id  to  be "a c ro ss  for them  to  b e a r , " w hile 
"The f i r s t  c a t  th a t  w as ev er k ille d  by C are" is  re lish e d  by " C o n s c ie n c e ." 
Ju s t a s  New England is  thought of in  c lic h e s  by her c r i t ic s ,  R obinson 's 
trea tm en t of su ch  is  in  ju s t  th o se  te rm s . This is  a  m as te rs tro k e  by 
R ob inson . . i
Of th e  tw e n ty -s ix  poems d is c u s s e d  in  th is  s tu d y , te n  a re  so n n e ts ,
/
and o n e , "The Growth of 'L o rra in e , '"  is  a  double so n n e t. Six of th e se  
so n n e ts  com e from th e  l a s t  two volum es under c o n s id e ra tio n , A von'si * ' "■■■■ ■ ■ ■
H arv es t (1921) and D ionysus in  Doubt (1925), th e  la t te r  volum e con­
ta in in g  th e  l a s t  of R ob inson 's p u b lish ed  s o n n e ts . For th e  b e tte r  part of 
h is  p o e tic  c a re e r , Robinson rem ained  w ith  th e  so n n e t, and  a s  th e  years 
p a s s e d , he becam e more p ro fic ien t in  the  a r t  of th is  form . Although h is
/
ea rly  s o n n e ts , su c h  a s  "Aaron S tark" and  "The C lerk s"  from The
i
C hild ren  of the  N ight (1890—1897), "The Growth of 'L o rra in e '"  from
. . i
C ap ta in  C raig  (1902), and  "How A nnandale W ent Out" from The Town 
Down th e  River (1910), a re  fine  a c h ie v e m e n ts , the  so n n e ts  d is c u s s e d  
in  th is  ch ap te r a re  more p o lish e d .
In th e  l a s t  te n  y e a rs  of h is  l i f e ,  from 1925 to  1935, Robinson p ro­
duced  a  c o n sid e rab le  am ount of p o e try . In  th e  C o lle c te d  P o em s, i t  
am ounts to  661 p a g e s , m ost of w hich  a re  devo ted  to  h is  long poems 
su ch  a s  Tristram  (1927), T alife r (1933), and King Tasper (1935). I reg re t 
th a t  Robinson a l l  but c e a s e d  to  w rite  sh o rt poem s in  h is  l a s t  y e a r s .  
S onnets su ch  a s  "The S h e a v e s ,"  "K arm a," "En P a s s a n t ,"  and  "New 
England" from D ionysus in  D oubt in d ic a te  th a t he w as ab le  to  w rite  
good sh o rt poem s a s  he grew  o ld e r . There are  few c r i t ic s  now who 
deem  a s  v a lu ab le  much of th e  poetry  th a t  Robinson p u b lish ed  in  h is 
l a s t  te n  y e a r s .  A ssu red ly , th is  w ould not be the  c a s e  i f  he had co n -
i
tin u e d  to  w rite  so n n e ts  and o ther b rief p o e m s.
CHAPTER V
IN CLOSING
The m ethod of my stu d y  in s i s t s  th a t  th e  exam ination  of e ac h  poem 
is  re a lly  a c o n c lu sio n  i ts e l f ;  th e re fo re , i t  w ould perhaps seem  th a t  no 
c o n c lu s io n  is  re a lly  n e e d e d . Y et, in  th e  tw e n ty -s ix  poem s tr e a te d , I 
have found c e r ta in  c o n s is te n c ie s  in  th em atic  and s ty l is t ic  m a tte r s .
i
W hile  th e s e  by no m eans a re  th e  only  c h a ra c te r is t ic s  in  R ob inson 's 
p o e try , th e y  are  s ig n if ic a n t enough to  ju s t ify  b rie f d is c u s s io n  h e re .
Of c o u rs e , no one m otif is  so  dom inant th a t  i t  m an ife s ts  i t s e l f  in  every  
poem; and by the  sam e to k e n , no one tec h n iq u e  i s  everyw here a t  w ork . 
H ow ever, Robinson do es work reg u la rly  w ith  one them e: above a l l ,
i
man n eed s to  have co m p assio n  tow ard h is  fellow  man; and  in  order to  
be c o m p a ss io n a te , man n eed s  f i r s t  to  u n d e rs ta n d . This though t p o s s e s s e d  
Robinson through a l l  of h is  p o e tic  c a re e r  under c o n s id e ra tio n  in  th is  s tu d y . 
From The C hildren  of th e  N ight (1890-1897) to  D ionysus in  Doubt (1925), 
u n ders tand ing  and  su b seq u e n t com passion  for man provide them atic  
co n cern s for "Luke H a v e rg a l,"  "The C le rk s ,"  "The Growth of 'L o rra in e , '"  
"The W h ip ," "How A nnandale W ent O u t ," "F lam m onde ," "The G ift of 
G o d ,"  "Veteran S ire n s ,"  "Eros T u ran n o s,"  "The Poor R e la tio n ,"  "M r. 
F lo o d 's  P a r ty ,"  and  "En P a s s a n t ."
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To e x p re ss  th is  u n d e rs tan d in g -co m p assio n  m otif, Robinson u s e s  
a  w ide range of s u b je c ts .  In  "Luke H a v e rg a l,"  "The Growth of 
'L o rra in e , '"  "The W hip , " and  by im p lica tio n  in  "M r. F lo o d 's  P a rty , " 
su ic id e  or im pending su ic id e  p rov ides th e  su b je c t m atte r, a s  i t  does 
perhaps in  "How A nnandale W ent O u t, " if  the  re a d e r i s  w illing  to  
a c c e p t N iv iso n 's  in te rp re ta tio n . In  "Luke H a v e rg a l,"  the  re a d e r  lea rn s  
of th e  te rr ib le  fo rces  w orking on th e  man and shou ld  fe e l  com passion  
for him , a s  Luke co n sid ers  k illin g  h im se lf . And in  "M r. F lo o d 's  
P a r ty ,"  a s  in  "Luke H a v e rg a l,"  the  p ro tagon ist d o es  no t do aw ay  w ith  
h im self in  th e  poem p roper, bu t th e  rea d e r is  g iv en  su ff ic ie n t c lu e s  to  
make the  .valid  a ssum ption  th a t  Eben is  on the v e rita b le  brink of s e l f -  
in f lic te d  d e a th . The read e r i s  m ade fu lly  a w are , through both  the  
s p e a k e r 's  a p p ra isa l  of the  s itu a tio n  and through th e  d ia logue  in  th e  
poem , th a t  Eben is  so  a lone  th a t  d ea th  seem s on ly  hum ane. The p ro­
ta g o n is t  of "The W hip" a ls o  w as in  a  s itu a tio n  in  w hich  dearth w as made
l.
to  seem  hum ane; th a t i s ,  he w as so  desponden t a f te r  having  been  s tru ck
i
w ith  a  w hip by the  "m is tre ss "  th a t he ch o se  d e a th  to  l if e .
The su ic id e  of a  p ro s titu te  i s  the  su b je c t of "The Growth of 
'L o rra in e . '"  M isunderstood  by the  sp e ak e r of th e  poem , her body unab le  
to  w ith stand  th e  p re ssu re s  e x a c te d  by her ch o sen  way of l i f e ,  Lorraine 
k ills  h e rs e lf ,  no t out of any se n se  of g u ilt  or rem o rse , but b e c a u se  th e re  
w as nothing e ls e  for her to  d o . A lthough the sp e ak e r does no t u n d e rs tan d  
and  i s  unab le  to  fe e l com passion  for L orraine, th e  read er u n d e rs tan d s  the
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s itu a tio n  and c o n seq u en tly  fe e ls  com passion  for h e r . It i s  in te re s tin g  
to  no te  th a t in  "Another D ark Lady" and  in  "En P a s s a n t / " a s  in  "The 
Growth of 'L o r r a in e /"  th e  re a d e r , a s  e ac h  poem p ro g re s s e s , becom es 
more co g n izan t of the  re a l  na tu re  of the  problem s confronting  th e  c h a ra c ­
te r s  th an  the  sp e a k e r . By u se  of su ch  a  te c h n iq u e , R obinson m akes th e  
im pact of the  poem more c le a r ly  f e l t .
"V eteran S ire n s ,"  lik e  "The Growth of 'L o r ra in e , '"  co n ce rn s i l l i c i t  
lo v e , b u t com passion  h ere  i s  for th o se  p ro s titu te s  who a re  unw illing  to  
adm it th a t Time is  the  in ex o rab le  ru le r and w ho , y e a r  a fte r  y e a r , try
l
v a in ly  to  re ta in  w h a tev er a llu re  th ey  once h a d . Tim e, th e  ru le r , a ls o  
is  show n working a g a in s t th o se  of the  "shop-w orn  bro therhood" in  "The 
C le rk s ."  The an a lo g y  betw een  th e  two poem s can  be draw n even  c lo s e r  
w hen th e  read e r r e a l iz e s  th a t he is  to  fe e l com passion  for th e  re sp e c tiv e  
c h a ra c te rs  in  the  poem s b e ca u se  th ey  a re  a l l  a ttem pting  to  m ain ta in  a 
s e n s e  of d ig n ity . Robinson u n d e rs tan d s th a t an  in d iv id u a l, w hether a 
p ro s titu te  or a  c le rk  in  a  te x tile  m ill, d e se rv e s  our a tte n tio n — our
u n ders tand ing  and  our c o m p a ss io n .
i
W omen are  the  o b je c ts  of com p assio n  in  "The Gift of G o d ," "Eros 
T u ran n o s,"  and "The Poor R e la tio n ."  Absurd a s  sh e  may ap p ea r b e c a u se  
of th e  m isd irec ted  v is io n  she  ho ld s of her so n , th e  read e r u n d e rs tan d s  
th a t  th e  m other in  "The G ift of God" is  a woman o b s e s s e d  and c o n se ­
qu en tly  he can  have  only com p assio n  for h e r . This is  a ls o  th e  c a se  w ith  
th e  w ife  in  "Eros T u ra n n o s ." Like th e  m other in  "The G ift of G o d ," th e
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woman ho lds firm ly to  a  f a ls e  v is io n  u n til  she  is  broken a t  th e  end 
and lo se s  con tro l of her m en tal f a c u l t ie s .  D esp ite  th e  re sp e c tiv e
i
shortcom ings of th e s e  tw o w om en, th e  re a d e r 'u n d e rs ta n d s  th a t  the
m other and the  w ife dem and our a tte n tio n . The woman in  "The Poor
R elation" is  an o th e r s to ry . A pparently  through no fa u lt  of h e r own,
she  h as come to  d e sp e ra te  t im e s . The very  fa c t of her obvious im punity
draw s the  read e r to  her; he u n d e rs tan d s  th e  pa thos of her cond ition  and
fe e ls  com passion  for h e r .
The rem aining  tw o poem s w hich I p lace  in  the  u n d e rs tan d in g - '? *
com passion  c a teg o ry — "Flammonde" and  "En P a s s a n t" — are  unique 
re sp e c tiv e ly  in  th a t  th ey  resem b le  no o ther Robinson poem e x c e p t in
i
m otif. The them e of u n ders tand ing  and  i t s  su b seq u e n t em otion in  
"Flamm onde" do es no t come out of th e  c h a rac te r  of th e  p ro tag o n is t 
h im self; but ra th e r , i t  em erges from th e  w ay  in  w hich  Flammonde w as
i i
a b le  to  u n ders tand  th e  troub led  and d is tu rb ed  peop le  of T ilbury Town.
And in  "En P a s s a n t , " th e  sp e a k e r , w ho h im self does no t com prehend 
th e  enorm ity of h is  n e a r ex p erien ce  w ith  d e a th , re la te s  only  th e  fa c ts
l
a s  he knows them . I t  is  le f t  e n tire ly  up to  the  rea d e r to  come to  the  
co n c lu sio n  th a t the  them e of "En P a ssa n t"  f i ts  so lid ly  in to  the  p o e t 's  
m ain body of th o u g h t.
C lo se ly  re la te d  to  th e  u n d e rs tan d in g -co m p ass io n  m otif i s  th e  b e lie f  
th a t ,  in  th e  f in a l a n a ly s is ,  no man c an  e v e r .to ta lly  u n d ers tan d  ano ther 
m an . In lig h t of my c o n c lu s io n s  so  fa r  in  th is  c h a p te r , th a t s ta tem en t
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sounds paradox ica l; b u t, in  f a c t ,  i t  is  n o t, for Robinson b e lie v e s  th a t 
th e  v e ry  a c t  of try ing  to  u n d ers tan d  i s  im portan t in  i t s e l f  and  th a t ,  a t  
t im e s , to ta l  know ledge is  sim ply  im p o ss ib le . Take th e  c a se  of th e  
"man Flammonde," for exam p le . No o n e , e x ce p t perhaps G od, knew 
th e  man behind th e  "man Flam m onde"; how ever, Flammonde m ade th e  
peop le  of T ilbury Town re a liz e  th a t ,  b e c a u se  of th e ir  u n w illin g n ess  even 
to  try  to  u n d ers tan d  th e ir  fe llow  c i t i z e n s , th e y  w ere p erp e tu a tin g  b lin d ­
n e s s  to  the  po in t of p u b lic  and p riva te  harm . In both  "The1 H ouse on 
th e  H ill"  and  "Eros T u ra n n o s ," the  sp e a k e r  rem arks th a t th e  to w n s -  . . 
peop le  sim ply  could  no t u n d e rs tan d  th e  re s p e c tiv e  s itu a tio n s  in v o lv e d . 
This led  them  to  engage in  co n jec tu re  th a t ,  w h ile  not re a lly 1 harm ful, 
w as ra th e r s e n s e le s s ;  and i f  i t  d id  an y th in g , su ch  co n jec tu re  m erely 
com pounded m isinform ation  on m isin fo rm ation . ,
The sp e ak e rs  in  "The Growth of 'L o r r a in e , '" "The W h ip ,"  and 
"For a D ead Lady" re p re se n t th e  d if f ic u ltie s  invo lved  in  the  p ro c e ss  of 
one person  u n ders tand ing  an o th e r. The sp e ak e r  in  "The Growth of 
'L o rra in e '"  never do es u n d ers tan d  L orra ine, and  i t  ap p ea rs  th a t  he n ever 
re a lly  pu ts forth  the  to ta l  effort n e c e s s a ry . In  "The W h ip ,"  how ever, 
th e  sp e a k e r do es f in a lly  come to  th e  re a liz a tio n  th a t  th e  man w as not 
m etap h o rica lly  b lind  b e ca u se  he p referred  d e a th  over l i f e . The w ay in  
w h ich  th e  sp e ak e r com es to  th is  know ledge u n d e rsco re s  the  n e c e s s i ty  of 
to ta l  e ffo rt. Perhaps the  b e s t  exam ple of R ob inson 's a w are n ess  th a t  to ta l
i
know ledge i s  d if f ic u lt ,  i f ,  in d e e d , im p o ss ib le , i s  in  "For a  D ead Lady, "
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in  w hich  th e  sp e a k e r  te l l s  u s th a t  th e  lad y  in  q u e s tio n  n ev er rev e a le d  
any th ing  p e rso n a l of h e rs e lf  to  th e  w o rld . H er own w orld w as "w om an- 
h id d e n , " and  her p e rso n a lity , w hat l i t t le  th ere  w as known of i t ,  w as 
lik e  her e y e s ,  "sh iftin g "  and  " m a n y -s h a d e d ."
In term s of te c h n iq u e , I find  th ree  a re a s  of inqu iry  w orth in v e s t i ­
g a tin g : im agery , iro n y , and  R ob inson 's  m ethod of w ithho ld ing  inform a­
tio n  in  a  poem to  m ake the  im pact of th e  poem a l l  th e  more e f fe c t iv e . 
Robinson h a s  b een  a c c u s e d , tim e and  tim e a g a in , of being  overly  s tin g y  
in  h is  u se  o f im agery  from th e  n a tu ra l w orld . And i t  i s  c e r ta in ly  true  
th a t  he i s  sp a rse  in  h is  u se  of sdch  im a g e s . W hen he draw s upon na tu re  
for im a g e s , h is  draw ing is  fu n c tio n a l in  th a t  i t  se rv es  a sp e c if ic  end or 
ends in  th e  poem , ap a rt from th e  purely  d e c o ra tiv e . The f i r s t  s ta n z a  of 
" H i l lc r e s t ," for exam p le , c o n ta in s  som e sp len d id  d e sc rip tio n  of the  
se ttin g  of th e  M acD ow ell Colony; bu t th e  im ages of the  storm  th a t never 
com es and th e  " is lan d  in  a  s e a  of t r e e s "  se rve  to  e s ta b l is h  th e  a tm osphere  
of se re n ity  th a t  i s  e s s e n t ia l ,  acco rd ing  to  R obinson, if one is  to  m ed ita te  
m ean in g fu lly . And th e  im age of the  dark  h i lls  in  th e  poem of th a t name 
i s  draw n no t sim ply  to  p re se n t th e  b eau ty  of th e  h ills  ou tlived  a t  su n se t 
bu t ra th e r to  su g g e s t th a t  id e a l  p eace  can  never be fu lf ille d  in  th is  w o rld . 
In th e  s e s te t  of "Another Dark L a d y ," th e  autum n wood w ith  i ts  go lden  
le a v e s ,  coup led  w ith  th e  w om an 's go lden  h a ir , co n trib u tes  to  th e  fa ls e  
v is io n  th a t th e  sp e ak e r had of th e  en igm atic  lad y  of the  poem .
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W hen Robinson d o es  re ly  som ew hat h eav ily  on im ages from the  
n a tu ra l w orld , he u su a lly  does so  w ith  sym bolic  s ig n if ic an c e  in  m ind. 
Such i s  the  c a se  o f the  le a v e s  -in "Luke H avergal" and  th e  tre e s  and 
th e  s e a  in  "Eros T u ran n o s."  In  th e  la t te r  poem , the  im ages are un ified  
sy m b o lica lly  in  th e  d ram a tica lly  moving f in a l s ta n z a . It i s ,  how ever, 
in  the  rem arkable  so n n e t, "The S h e a v e s ," th a t  R ob inson 's u se  of the  
im age in 'a  sym bolic  m anner finds i ts  m ost com plete  e x p re ss io n . The 
m aturation  of th e  w h eat sym bo lizes the  m aturation  of a human b e in g .
The im age of th e  "thousand  g irls  w ith  go lden  h a ir"  a t  the  end of the
i
so n n e t is  em ployed to  i l lu s tra te  th e  p o e t 's  b e lie f  th a t  once an in d iv id u a l 
m atu res he m ust put h is  v a lue  to  u s e — he m ust fu n c tio n . I m ight a ls o  
add th a t  in  term s of ju s t  th e  pu rely  d e sc r ip tiv e  "The S h eav es"  i s  
sp len d id  acco m p lish m en t.
In  sev en  of the  tw e n ty -s ix  poem s under co n s id e ra tio n  in  th is  s tu d y , 
Robinson u s e s  iro n y . The pu rposes for w hich he u s e s  i t  a re  u su a lly  more 
th an  of ju s t  an  in c id e n ta l  n a tu re . In "How A nnandale W ent O u t ," for 
in s ta n c e , th e  d o c to r-sp e a k e r  d e lib e ra te ly  u n d e rs ta te s  ev e ry th in g , a s  
i f  he b e lie v e s  th a t  h is  a c tio n  w as so  rig h t s in c e  A nnandale had been  
reduced  to  th e  n e u te r , th a t  i t  i s  no th ing  le s s  th an  ab su rd  th a t he  even  be 
put on t r i a l .  Sarcasm  i s  g iven  more overt e x p re ss io n  in  both "The H ouse 
on th e  H ill"  and "Eros T u ra n n o s ." In both c a s e s  irony  i s  d irec te d  a t  the  
peop le  of T ilbury Town, w ho, w ithou t c o n c re te , su b s ta n tia te d  know ledge 
of th e  p e rson  or p e rso n s in v o lv ed , sp e c u la te  u n w ise ly  on c irc u m s ta n c e s ,
e v e n ts , and p e rs o n a l i t ie s .  Irony through m ild sa rcasm  i s  th e  ch ie f 
m ethod of s a tire  in  "M iniver C h e e v y ," w h ile  in  " C a s s a n d ra ," irony 
through B ib lical a llu s io n s  p rov ides som e of th e  sa t ir ic  th ru s ts .  Though 
in  the  above s ix  poem s, R obinson 's u se  of irony  is  e f fe c tiv e , i t  is  
now here b e tte r  exem plified  th an  in  "New E n g la n d ," p a rtic u la rly  in  th e  
s e s te t  of th e  so n n e t. I have a lread y  covered  th is  po in t e x te n s iv e ly  in  
my d is c u s s io n  of the  poem .
I rep ly  an  em phatic  no to  the  charge  th a t R ob inson 's poetry  is  
o ften  so  o bscu re  th a t i t  d e fie s  e x p lic a tio n . N oth ing , I a rg u e , could  be 
fu rther from th e  tru th . One of th e  p u rp o ses of my stu d y  i s  to  dem onstra te  
th a t  i t  i s  n e c e s s a ry  to  read  R obinson c lo s e ly . In  a  num ber of h is  su p erio r 
sh o rte r e ffo r ts , R obinson d e lib e ra te ly  w ithho lds inform ation from the  
reader; he does th is  no t b e c a u se  he i s  a  d e fic ie n t poe t who fa i ls  to  
provide the  n e c e s sa ry  g u id ep o s ts  for u n d e rs tan d in g , bu t b e ca u se  he 
re a l iz e s  t h a t , ' i f  the  com peten t rea d e r works a c tiv e ly  tow ard  u n d e rs tan d ­
ing , th is  re a d e r w ill  be p ropo rtiona te ly  rew arded; th a t  i s , th e  poem w ill 
s tr ik e  him a s  a l l  the  more e ffec tiv e  if  he h a s  to  work a t  i t .  A c a se  in  
po in t is  "The W hip , " a  poem w h ich , for y e a r s ,  had been  condem ned for 
i t s  o b sc u rity . In th is  poem , Robinson h a s  both  the  sp e a k e r and  th e  
rea d e r u n d ers tan d  a t  approx im ate ly  th e  sam e tim e th e  c irc u m sta n ce s
i
surrounding th e  d ea th  of th e  p ro tag o n ist; c o n se q u e n tly , both th e  sp eak e r 
and the  rea d e r are  le s s  lik e ly  to  condem n the p ro tag o n is t for h is  d e c is io n  
to  le t  the  riv e r tak e  him and more lik e ly  to  u n d ers tan d  why he c h o se  d e a th .
In both "The Growth of 'L o rra in e '"  and  "Veteran S ire n s ,"I
Robinson never u se s  th e  word p ro s titu te  or any  o ther word w hich  su g ­
g e s ts  th a t  Lorraine and th e  s ire n s  are  women of i l l - r e p u te .  In  the  
form er poem , even  though L o rra in e 's  co n d itio n  i s  n ev e r sp e lle d  o u t, 
th e  re a d e r , a s  the  poem p ro g re s s e s , becom es in c re a s in g ly  more aw are 
of the  c ircu m stan ces  th a t  p re c ip ita te d  her s u ic id e . In  f a c t ,  a t  th e  end 
of th e  poem , the  read e r is  more com peten t th an  th e  sp e ak e r to  a p p ra ise  
th e  w om an 's s i tu a tio n . The co n tro v e rsy  surrounding "V eteran S irens"  
concern ing  w hether the  la d ie s  in  q u e s tio n  are  p ro s titu te s  or ju s t  
"su p eran n u a ted  f l i r t s , " te s t i f ie s  to  the  e x te n t to  w hich  R obinson 's 
m ethod of guarding  in form ation  can  lead  to  m is re a d in g s . H ow ever, the  
c lu e s  for th e  righ t read ing  are  in  the  poem; Robinson sim ply  p refers to  
have  h is  rea d e rs  w ork .
U n til n ear th e  e n d 'o f  "The G ift of G o d ," the  rea d e r is  no t sure 
w he ther the  poem is  r ig h tly  ab o u t M ary and C h ris t or abou t a m other
i
an d  her so n . By not perm itting  th e  read e r c e rta in ty  of h is  in te rp re ta tio n , 
Robinson fo rces him to  keep  in  mind th e  p o ss ib le  a lte rn a tiv e s  u n til  th ei
b rill ia n t im age of a sc e n s io n  a t  th e  end d ram atica lly  c la r if ie s  th e  su b je c t 
m a tte r . In  a  s im ila r fa sh io n , one is  no t to ta l ly  c e r ta in  u n til  the  end of 
"How A nnandale W ent Out" w hat the  so n n e t i s  a b o u t. R ob inson 's u se  
of the  n eu te r pronoun " it"  in  th e  f i r s t  line  of th e  o c tav e  seem s d e lib e ra te ly  
in ten d ed  to  throw the  read e r off guard; how ever, the  pronoun h as  i ts  
re fe ren t in  th e  noun "a p p a ra tu s , " and  the  se le c tio n  of words i s  more th an  
ju s t  a p p ro p ria te .
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The so n n e t, "L ost A n c h o rs ," h a s  provided s tu d e n ts  of Robinson 
w ith  more in te rp re tiv e  problem s th an  any  o ther of th e  tw e n ty -s ix  poem s
i .
under co n s id e ra tio n  in  th is  s tu d y . In  1946 w h ile  arguing th a t  th e  poem 
i s  one of R ob inson 's  g r e a te s t ,  W in ters p a rtia lly  m isreads i t .  D e sp e ra ­
tio n  m ust have led  Barnard in  1952 to  exclaim  th a t he could  find  no c lu e s  
to  th e  m eaning of "Lost A n ch o rs . " I t w as no t u n til  W rig h t's  and 
Je n k in s ' re sp e c tiv e  E xp lica to r n o tes  in  1953 and 1965 th a t c ritic ism  of the  
poem  becam e m ean ing fu l. And I fe e l th a t  th e ir  re sp e c tiv e  in te rp re ta tio n s  
le a v e  th in g s  to  be d e s ire d . I t  is  t ru e , c e r ta in ly , th a t "Lost A nchors" is  
one of R obinson 's more d iff ic u lt p u z z le s ; bu t he h as  provided k ey s  for 
u n d ers tan d in g  in  th e  poem . The only  re a l problem  l ie s  in  find ing  the  
proper lo ck s for th e s e  k e y s , and  the  locks m ost c e r ta in ly  a re  th e re .
Even though I p refer som e of th e s e  tw e n ty -s ix  poem s over o th e rs ,
I am no t going to  s ta te  here  w hich  a re  my p a rtic u la r  f a v o r i te s . I hope 
th a t I have m ade i t  a s  c le a r  a s  p o ss ib le  th a t  I deem  e ac h  of th e  tw e n ty - 
s ix  an  ou ts tan d in g  accom plishm en t and c o n seq u e n tly  a s  p a rticu la rly  
v a lu a b le .
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